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Foreword

By Simon Fuller

David’s story of the Spice Girls is a fascinating and illuminating read for anyone with a passing interest in pop music. Ten years on it is easy to forget the impact that Geri, Victoria, Mel B, Emma and Mel C made when Wannabe was first released in 1996.

It was an era that was dominated by boy bands. British music was for the most part inward looking and geared towards traditional means of marketing music.

My first impression of them when they bounded into my office was of an abundant energy and optimism that couldn’t be ignored.

Their naiveté was their strength – they feared nothing and challenged everything. Self-doubt was a luxury they refused to allow themselves.

As to their motivation, it was, in Victoria’s famous phrase, “to be as famous as Persil washing powder.”

It was my challenge to harness this chaotic, undisciplined energy, develop their musical talent and steer them through an industry which is notoriously fickle and unforgiving, in which they would either sink or swim.

But they were nobody’s fool and Girl Power was no empty slogan. Every strategy was discussed and argued over at great length. They had to understand the purpose of each decision before they would agree to it. But once they gave their commitment, it was total and they worked harder than any other group I have known. It was like going into battle with a crack regiment of the SAS behind me, albeit wearing short skirts, cropped tops and stack heeled boots.

The Spice Girls demonstrated how powerful entertainment can be in capturing the attention of a huge global audience. They appealed to all ages and nationalities. They were genuinely inspiring to a whole generation of music fans.

The girls were very different and sometimes tensions erupted and it became a real challenge to keep the show on the road. In the end it was these conflicts that led to the break-up of the group.

But in the short time they were around, they certainly made an indelible impression on the music industry. They went beyond celebrity and it’s no exaggeration to say that they did change the face of pop music.

David’s book is a record of the moments that helped make the band into a truly great British pop act.

As the saying goes, “The star that burns twice as bright burns for half as long” – and the Spice Girls were a very bright star.

Simon Fuller, May 2005





Introduction

I remember exactly when I decided to write a book about the Spice Girls. I was in a shop called Helter Skelter in the West End of London in the summer of 2000, and I thought I would see if there was a book about the Spice Girls I could buy for my then 11-year-old daughter, Faith. Helter Skelter was the rock’n’roll bookshop; perhaps the only shop in London dedicated entirely to selling books about popular music. If you wanted to find a book about a pop group, this was surely the place to go. Except I couldn’t find one about the Spice Girls. Nothing. So I asked the guy on the counter.

“We don’t do books like that,” he said, sniffily. “It’s not that kind of shop.”

Next to the counter, hot off the presses, was a pile of copies of

Clinton Heylin’s newly updated biography Dylan – Behind The Shades (Take Two). I looked across at a shelf already groaning under the weight of publications dedicated to the life and music of Bob Dylan and I thought, How on earth is this guy going to fit any more books on there? And who is going to buy, let alone actually read, yet another massive tome about Bob Almighty Dylan?

I looked around for something a bit more modern, a book that might appeal to an intelligent teenager, or perhaps address a subject that hadn’t been chewed over dozens of times already. But surprisingly few of the items on offer fitted this description. I did, however, find about six books promising to tell the inside story of Oasis in amongst the retrospectives and reappraisals of Jimi Hendrix and The Doors and the entire sections devoted to The Beatles and the Stones.

So, no one had written a book about the Spice Girls – or at least no one had written a book about the Spice Girls that would find shelf space in “that kind of shop”. What was going on? The Spice Girls were the biggest British popular music act of the Nineties and probably the biggest selling pop act in the world during the latter half of that decade. Not only that, their influence extended way beyond the selling of vast quantities of records. Ginger, Posh, Baby, Sporty and Scary were the most widely recognised group of individuals since John, Paul, George and Ringo. They were a social phenomenon that changed the course of popular music and popular culture. And yet their achievements had gone unrecognised and unchronicled by the army of self-appointed biographers and historians which has attached itself like a barnacle to the pop industry over the years. Shouldn’t someone have been keeping an eye on this stuff?

It occurred to me that for Faith and her friends, Helter Skelter would have seemed more like a museum than a bookshop. If this place couldn’t find a Spice Girls book that they could bear to stock, perhaps I’d better write one for them, before the world – and a new generation of readers – had completely passed them by. After all, how hard could it be?

I quickly discovered that one reason why no one had written a sensible book about the Spice Girls was because very few people believed such a book could be written or was worth writing. The songwriter Biff Stannard, who co-wrote ‘Wannabe’ and many other hits with the Spice Girls, told me that when he went to a dinner party, or met people socially, he would try his best to avoid the subject of what he did for a living – not because he was ashamed in any way, but for exactly the opposite reason.

“Whenever you get on to the Spice Girls thing,” he said, “you end up getting into a two-hour discussion, and I get quite heated about it.”

I soon found out what he meant. To announce that you were writing a book about the Spice Girls was to be forced, ipso facto, to defend both the group’s honour and, pretty quickly, your own. Why write a book about the Spice Girls? I was asked time and again, although curiously, never once, anywhere in the world, did I have to explain to anyone who the Spice Girls actually were. Such was the level of prejudice that had taken root against them, it was simply assumed that unless I was going to reveal some salacious details about their sex lives or pen a worthy polemic condemning them and everything they stood for, then I must be slightly bonkers.

I didn’t want to do either. I just thought it was about time somebody attempted to tell the Spice Girls story in a way that made common sense and gave them the benefit of the doubt. I had had some dealings with the group, and I knew some of the people who worked closely with them in a professional capacity. And I had observed at first hand the effect that they had on my children and their friends. The caricatures which I read about in newspapers and magazines bore so little resemblance to the people I had met and heard about from my friends in the business that I had become intrigued.

Here were five girls who, we were assured, couldn’t sing, couldn’t dance, couldn’t write music, couldn’t act, couldn’t manage their business affairs or even tie up their shoelaces without someone to tell them how to do it. Yet they had somehow managed to notch up – both collectively and individually – seventeen number one hit singles, five million-selling albums, a stadium tour of Europe and North America and one of the highest-grossing British movies of the decade, all in the space of just five years. In so doing, they had avoided being ripped off in the way that has traditionally been the case with even the most clued-up young pop stars, and become five of the richest entertainers that have ever scaled the peaks of planet pop. How did this all happen, I wondered, and what did it mean?

I have tried to answer those questions in this book without resorting to the lurid innuendo and negative spin which has become so much the norm when reporting on the Spice Girls that I don’t think most people even notice it any more. I spoke to the people who had worked with them to achieve such an extraordinary result: all three of their managers, all the key songwriters and producers, the executives at Virgin Records, their press and promotions officers. I read the books the Girls had written, I sifted through a mountain of press cuttings and, yes, I listened with pleasure to their records. I did not talk to any chauffeurs or former boyfriends or disgruntled catering staff.

The Spice Girls’ press officer, Alan Edwards, spoke for a lot of the people who worked with them when he told me that: “Doing the Spice Girls was not like doing a normal PR job. For me it became something very intense and very personally felt. It was just one of those things where you go way beyond the normal parameters of work. By the time they finished, it was in my blood.” By the time I had written this book, I knew what he meant.

Sadly, Helter Skelter closed down in May 2004, one month before I finished writing this book. So I will have to forego the satisfaction of seeing the book about the Spice Girls, which I really, really wanted to buy for Faith, finding its way at last onto their hallowed shelves.

However, Helter Skelter still runs an Internet mail order service, so I checked out their website the other day just to see what was fresh and happening. Blow me down if right at the top of the news page they were trumpeting the arrival of … a new Bob Dylan anthology assembled by Isis, the team behind “the best-selling, longest-lasting most highly acclaimed Dylan fanzine.” Meanwhile …

David Sinclair
London, July, 2004




1
So You Want To Be A … Popstar

Madonna is the woman most closely associated with the rise of the pop wannabe. Her fans in the mid-Eighties copied her street urchin style; they wore dozens of plastic bracelets, crosses and fingerless lace gloves and cultivated a disconcerting habit of wearing their underwear as outer-wear. Most of them wanted to look, and maybe even be a bit like Madonna. But that is not quite the same thing as wanting to be a famous pop star.

That desire was identified by an American group, The Byrds, who as long ago as 1967, enjoyed a US hit with their song ‘So You Want To Be A Rock’n’roll Star’. Its lyric was a virtual manual for the hordes of hippy hopefuls setting out on the path to fame and fortune in the Sixties:


Just get an electric guitar
And take some time and learn how to play.
And when your hair’s combed right and your pants fit tight
It’s gonna be all right …



Back then, of course, it all seemed so easy, so natural, so straightforward, and so effortlessly alternative. Getting into a group was not especially about being famous – although that was certainly part of the deal. It was more to do with having fun, being creative, having girls swoon in your presence, making a fortune (and then blowing it), discreetly taking drugs, avoiding the humdrum routine of nine-to-five living, travelling the world, and all the while retaining the blithe innocence of youth thanks to the careful attention which the true artist is prepared to lavish at all times on the inner child. Above all, there was to be no kow-towing to The Man. The breadheads and the straights and the people who wanted to push you and mould you into something that could be marketed like a tin of baked beans – those people were banished from the wacky world of rock’n’roll, or at the very least confined, tactfully, to the sidelines.

Well, that was the Sixties for you, an era of utopian idealism shored up, it is true, by a hefty dose of self-deception. Was it ever really like that? Probably not. There were some horrendous rip-offs, and in most (but not all) cases it was the musicians who got shafted. But whatever deals went down behind closed doors, there was nevertheless a perception that rock stars were supposed to operate according to their own agendas, not those of their record company and management taskmasters. Jimi Hendrix summed up the great “us and them” divide in his 1968 song ‘If Six Was Nine’, a celebration of the non-conformist ethos which now seems strangely poignant:


White-collared conservative, flashing down the street,
Pointing their plastic finger at me.
They’re hoping soon my kind will drop and die
But I’m gonna wave my freak flag high, high!



Unfortunately, a little less than three years later, Hendrix did indeed drop and die. The suits, on the other hand, have rarely missed a beat since.

* * *

In the advertising world, when an agency is given a new product to promote, the creative directors will often start by building what is called a “mood board”. On to an initially blank canvas will go pictures, words, fragments of ideas, anything which they might have come across in the media or elsewhere that relates to the image they are hoping to put across or the market they are trying to reach with their product. Days, possibly even weeks, will be spent pondering and discussing the resulting collage of images in a vibing-up process which points the creatives in a direction that will determine the ultimate shape of their ad.

The Spice Girls began life as an idea on a mood board, not in an advertising agency but in the offices of the father and son management team of Bob and Chris Herbert in Lightwater, Surrey.

Bob Herbert, born in 1942, was an accountant specialising in musicians’ finances, who drifted into management in 1986 when he was introduced to a band featuring one of Chris’s schoolfriends on drums. The friend’s name was Luke Goss and he had a twin brother, Matt, who was the singer. Their band was called Gloss. Bob Herbert suggested they changed the name to Bros.

To begin with Bob let the brothers use his summer house to rehearse in. But it wasn’t long before he was investing a lot more than time and friendly encouragement in Bros.

“I paid for studio sessions to get their songs recorded. I did a video, styled them, paid for everything. It must have come to £40,000 to £50,000,” he subsequently recalled. For a while, he even moved the boys into a house he had bought in Camberley while they were getting together the songs (and wardrobe) that would eventually make them famous – for a while.

What Bob Herbert didn’t do, however, was to sign the boys (who were both under 18) or their parents to a formal contract. So when, as is the nature of things in the pop world, they were snapped up by a more experienced manager – Tom Watkins of Pet Shop Boys fame – who quickly proceeded to steer them to the top of the charts, Herbert found himself in a peculiarly vulnerable situation.

According to Erwin Keiles, a guitarist and songwriter who was a close associate of the Herberts at that time and for many years afterwards, Bob Herbert actually “did OK” out of the Bros affair.

“His daughter, Nicola, was going out with one of the brothers,” Keiles said, “and the group’s relationship with him continued after Tom Watkins became their manager. So they took care of him.”

Even so, few people in the music business willingly display such philanthropic tendencies, and none of them are managers. So you would think that Bob would have taken great care to avoid getting himself into a similar position again. But the Bros venture was not the last occasion on which he was to find himself unable to capitalise on his investment in a pop group. Even worse – compared to the jackpot he was going to miss out on next time, the Bros prize was roughly on a par with a funfair goldfish brought home in a plastic bag of water.

The years passed and Bob was joined in his management activities by Chris. They worked on a succession of humdrum pop acts including the aptly named Optimistic and the unconvincing Worlds Apart, until, in 1994, they set their minds to the task of creating something different. Which is where the mood board came in.

Why was it, they wondered, that apart from Bananarama in the Eighties, and to a lesser extent Eternal in the Nineties, there had never been a massive-selling, all-female British group? They suspected that it was because female groups, unlike the boy bands that were such an established feature of the pop landscape, tended to be of limited interest to girls. The Herberts’ starting point, therefore, and the one unarguable stroke of genius in their vision, was to come up with the idea of a female version of Take That which would aim to appeal primarily to young girls.

“The whole teen-band scene at the time was saturated by boy bands,” Chris Herbert later recalled. “It was all clones of New Kids On The Block and Take That. That was all a bit of a yawn for me, and only appealed to female audiences. I felt that if you could appeal to the boys as well, you’d be laughing. If you could put together a girl band which was both sassy, for the girls, and with obvious sex appeal, to attract the boys, you’d double your audience and double everything else that went with it.”

From there the details quickly fell into place. They reasoned that like Take That there would have to be five in the group, because a gang of four will invariably split up into two separate camps, increasing the likelihood of feuds and potentially damaging disputes (the wisdom of this was demonstrated years later when All Saints – the quartet who were touted as the successors to the Spice Girls – ended up, divided into pairs, at each other’s throats). A five-piece, the Herberts decided, would feel like a proper group and be a good, democratically balanced number.

So what would they look like? The mood board brightened up as the Herberts started going through magazines, tearing out pictures of girls – models, actresses, singers, whoever – who looked like the ones they would want to see in their band.

“Here’s some expenses. Find some girls,” Bob told Chris, which must rank as one of the more agreeable tasks a 23-year-old man might expect to be saddled with by his father. Chris rose to the challenge with predictable enthusiasm, but rather than searching for singers per se, let alone musicians, he began his quest by looking in clubs and pubs for girls with the “right” image. This may have looked suspiciously like an excuse to go out on the pull – and perhaps it was – but such a method was not without precedent. In 1980, Phil Oakey famously invited Joanne Catherall and Suzanne Sulley, a pair of cocktail waitresses whom he had met in a Sheffield nightclub, to join the Human League before he had heard any evidence of their ability to sing. The group’s ensuing hit ‘Don’t You Want Me?’ – whose lyric celebrated this unusual method of recruitment – was the biggest-selling British single of 1981 and a US number one the following year.

The Herberts, however, were more systematic than Oakey in their approach, sifting through photographs from stage schools and dance academies throughout the country. Meanwhile Chris extended his activities in the field, so to speak, and as well as trawling the local nightspots, took to hanging out at stage doors, handing out flyers whenever West End shows held auditions for singers or dancers.

Whether to protect Chris from the increasingly likely risk of getting his collar felt by the vice squad, or simply to speed up the whole process, they eventually placed an advertisement in showbiz trade paper The Stage: “R.U. 18-23 with the ability to sing/dance? R.U. streetwise, outgoing, ambitious and dedicated?” Those who thought they fitted this somewhat exhausting description were invited to turn up at the Dance Works studio off Oxford Street in central London on March 4, 1994 to an open audition for “a choreographed, singing/dancing all female pop act … please bring sheet music or backing cassette.” In a process which continued over two more sessions at Nomis Studios in Shepherds Bush, and which seven years later would provide the template for the Popstars TV programme, the Herberts proceeded to whittle down more than 400 applicants to a shortlist of 10 from which were picked the five lucky survivors: Geri Estelle Halliwell, 21, from Watford; Victoria Adams, 19, from Goff ‘s Oak, Hertfordshire; Melanie Jayne Chisholm, 20, from Liverpool; Melanie Janine Brown, 18, from Leeds; and Michelle Stephenson, 19, from Abingdon, Hertfordshire.

Looking back on his first impressions of the girls at the auditions, Chris Herbert remembered Mel B as being the most immediately suitable candidate.

“Mel B put her head round the door and she was immediately right for the project. It was obvious why we went for her. She was confident. She’d got a real presence. She was the obvious star to me. Mel C – she’d got a very good range, very strong vocals, quite divaish. Victoria was a very good-looking girl. She represented a more sophisticated look, whereas the others were a lot more pop. She probably stuck out a little bit until you put them all into the melting pot and the whole thing started gelling.”

Geri wasn’t at Dance Works on the original day, having suffered sunburn after a skiing trip to the Pyrenees (“My face had swelled until I looked like the Elephant Man”). But she barged into Nomis when they were down to the last 12 candidates, and demanded to be given a chance to prove herself, demonstrating not for the last time what could be achieved given a sufficient degree of self-belief and determination. Even by then she had turned the knack of “blagging it” into an art form, and it was the barefaced cheek of her approach as much as anything she did as a performer that won the approval of the Herberts.

“The main thing was to get really good, sassy, bubbly characters,” Chris Herbert recalled. Attitude was the watchword. And in the case of Geri, they got more than they had bargained for.

“She completely disrupted the whole session. She was as bold as brass,” Chris Herbert said. “I remember asking her how old she was and she said, ‘I can be as young or as old as you want me to be. I can be a 15-year-old with big boobs if you like.’ I just thought, ‘You’ve got some real cheek. You’re perfect.’”

“Geri was the worst dancer I’ve seen in my entire life,” Melanie B later recalled. “I think my mum could have danced better than Geri could – she had no rhythm at all. She’s come a long way since then, though.”

It’s often been said that the Spice Girls were a “manufactured” group. And in all material respects, that’s exactly what they were. But the criticism which is implied by that description obscures the unbelievably harsh nature of the audition experience. As TV viewers saw for themselves on the Popstars programme – albeit in a way that was artificially hyped-up to make an even more sadistic spectacle for the cameras – it is a selection process which applies the maxim of “survival of the fittest” with a brutal rigour. The open audition is like a particularly messy gladiatorial contest, in which any weaknesses – whether technical or psychological – are ruthlessly exposed, and the lesser combatants tossed to the lions as a matter of course.

To this day, Melanie C is in no doubt that the Spice Girls were the original Popstars, although this is not a thought from which she derives any pleasure.

“I think it’s such an exploitation of those poor kids,” she said of the programme that produced the groups which became known as Hear’say and Liberty X. “To be honest, I think the ones that haven’t got through are the lucky ones. A lot of it is just a very public ritual humiliation. But I’m sure if I hadn’t been in the Spice Girls I would have been up there going for it myself. Thank God I didn’t have to. I was with Mel B the other day and we were talking about it and I said, ‘Mel, how awful is it?’ and she said, ‘Yeah, it makes you realise how lucky we were.’”

It is easy – and indeed not unreasonable – to deride those who participate in such procedures, and to scorn the process as an “unnatural” or “artificial” way to put together a group. Musically and aesthetically it is the showbiz antithesis of the kid who just gets an electric guitar and takes some time, learns how to play and becomes a Byrds-type rock’n’roll star. But perhaps it is worth bearing in mind that few members of “real” groups, who tend to get together by a sequence of chance meetings and happy accidents, ever have to endure an induction procedure that is so specifically designed to test the reserves of resilience, determination and raw ambition of the participants. In surviving such an ordeal, the Spice Girls had cleared an immense hurdle even before they had sung or written a note together.

What an organically grown “traditional” group does have, as a matter of course, is a mutual background and shared sense of values from which to draw strength and inspiration, both creatively and in terms of its long-term goals. These may involve anything from a vaguely defined desire to give up the day job, to the Napoleonic ambitions displayed from day one by bands such as Oasis and The Verve. Usually, the manufactured (pop) group lacks this common bond which gives the real (rock) group its musical identity and unique sense of camaraderie. From Milli Vanilli to Westlife to Hear’say themselves, the image of the manager/producer-driven, bolted-together pop act with a musical agenda designed to appeal to the lowest common denominator, has become an easily recognised cliché for very good reasons.

Even if such mediocrity is avoided, it is rare indeed for a collection of individuals assembled by an outside agency to come up with an original musical format or shared artistic vision of any depth since they are effectively marching to someone else’s beat. It’s a bit like session musicians – those singers and instrumentalists who possess such a highly developed level of technical expertise that they can adapt their performance to suit the needs of whoever the client happens to be. These nerveless individuals can go into any studio, pick up the dots (sheet music) and just do it – whatever “it” may be – while the clock ticks away, forbiddingly, on the studio wall. But they rarely become stars in their own right, because their expertise is more of a transferable skill than a true expression of their personality.

A manufactured pop group does not ordinarily possess the skill of session musicians, but they are required to look exactly right for the job and to be just as malleable. However, rather like computer dating, the artificial route can occasionally lead to a marriage of minds and personalities that defies such predictable expectations. And if ever a group transcended the sum of its collective origins it was the Spice Girls. For while they undoubtedly possessed the steely determination and resilience of the android-like troopers that have staffed so many instantly forgettable manufactured bands over the years, they also had highly distinctive personalities of their own. Moreover, they took the time to forge a group identity and philosophy that was more than skin deep. By the time they were ready to face the world there was a sensational chemistry at work between the five Spice Girls, founded on a genuine bond, that was to prove a match for any of the “real” groups with whom they were so often unfavourably compared.

Much of this was, once again, down to the foresight and organisational benevolence of the Herberts and their financial backer, a Surrey businessman called Chic Murphy. A shadowy figure, Murphy was the third key part of the team, known as Heart Management, that gave the Spice Girls their unusually well-starred start in life. A tall, grey-haired cockney with a small cross tattooed in one ear, he was described by Geri as “an endearing old rogue, the sort of character who I imagined would have known all the East End haunts in the days of Reggie and Ronnie Kray.” Geri may have known more than she was letting on. For although Murphy was, and still is, a multi-millionaire, no one is prepared to say how he came by his conspicuous wealth. Some of it, eventually, was earned from the music business, when he set up a management company with the American vocal group The Three Degrees, although this was certainly not how he made his fortune.

Along with the Herberts’ mood board, The Three Degrees can also claim, albeit unwittingly, to have played a key part in the conception of the Spice Girls. The group was convened in Philadelphia in 1963 where they were quickly discovered by Richard Barrett, a producer and songwriter who had been a key force behind Fifties vocal-pop acts including The Chantels, Little Anthony & The Imperials, Frankie Lymon & The Teenagers, and his own group The Valentines. After various line-up changes and minor successes, The Three Degrees finally achieved international success in 1974 with ‘When Will I See You Again’, which has since become an easy-listening soul standard and remains their signature song to this day.

Although the group’s career subsequently faltered in America, they enjoyed a string of Top 10 hits in the UK during the late Seventies, including ‘The Runner’, ‘My Simple Heart’, ‘Giving Up Giving In’ and ‘Woman In Love’. By the time Murphy hooked up with them, their best days were behind them, but they were still a big draw on the concert circuit, where their slick presentation and mellifluous arrangements increasingly led them into the arms of the upmarket cabaret crowd. They were favourites of Prince Charles who, long before he got smothered in red lipstick and had his bottom pinched by the Spice Girls, invited The Three Degrees to perform at Buckingham Palace on his 30th birthday. Several years later, the group were guests at his wedding to Diana, Princess of Wales.

Although little mention is made of Murphy’s connection with The Three Degrees in official biographies, he was so closely involved with them that, for a while, he became known to insiders as “the Fourth Degree”. As he watched them performing night after night for anything up to 40 weeks a year, Murphy would often get to wondering how much more successful a younger, fashionable girl group might become if they could apply themselves with a similar degree of professionalism to cracking the modern pop market. The Three Degrees’ Musical Director, Erwin Keiles, remembered Murphy trying to sell the idea to the group itself.

“For ages he’d be saying to the girls: ‘You guys, you shouldn’t be working now. You should be using all your knowledge and stagecraft and business acumen to be managing a young girl group.’ That’s definitely where the idea for a girl group started. He kept on saying to them: ‘Take some of your money, let’s put it into a management company and let’s put a girl group together. You guys could be earning much more than you can now by using your knowledge and skills to find and audition the right girls and then to teach them the whole stage act – singing and dancing.’ They couldn’t see it of course, because they aren’t business people.”

The Three Degrees are still performing at events such as the closing ceremony of the Gay Games in Amsterdam in August 1998. It’s hardly cutting edge, and God knows who is in the line-up nowadays. But for better or worse, they hold the title of the Longest Running Female

Vocal Trio in the Guinness Book Of Records. Keiles still does “bits and

pieces” with them when they come over to Britain. But Murphy is no longer involved. According to some reports the group dumped him – a turn of events which was already becoming a recurring theme in this story before the Spice Girls had even properly met! But however the split occurred, The Fourth Degree now had bigger fish to fry.

Putting together a young, all-girl group was clearly an idea whose time had come, and it wasn’t long before Murphy got together with Bob Herbert, who was Keiles’s accountant at the time and part of the same circle of Surrey-based music business entrepreneurs. Despite his experience with The Three Degrees, Murphy felt out of his depth as a potential manager of such a group and out of touch with current trends, so it was agreed that while Bob supplied the management expertise, and Chris Herbert took care of the hands-on organisation and development of the group, Murphy’s role would be to provide financial backing, which he duly did.

Murphy owned a house in Boyne Hill Road, Maidenhead, where it was decided that the girls should be installed for the spring and summer of 1994, a period when they would learn the skills necessary to be in a modern pop group, but also, and even more importantly, experience the sort of bonding process that would turn them into a “proper” group. Bands from The Byrds era would certainly have recognised the procedure. Indeed, towards the end of the Sixties the old hippy notion of groups “getting it together in the country” became something of a joke, as ever longer periods of time spent smoking dope and otherwise not doing very much were chalked up to record company A&R budgets as an essential part of the rock’n’roll nurturing and development process.

But in the real world of the struggling new band, the intense period of rehearsing and living in each other’s pockets, while surviving on a shoestring budget, confers a collective identity on a group of individuals which no amount of consciously contrived “image building” can possibly reproduce. In the case of the Spice Girls, getting it together in the country meant rent-free lodging in Maidenhead, where there were no lost months spent idling around in rooms full of cushions and smouldering joss sticks. Indeed very little time was wasted, full stop. Even before they moved into the house together, they began a programme of coaching and rehearsals at Trinity Studios in Woking. This dilapidated dance, rehearsal and recording studio with paint peeling from the walls and, as Geri described it, “radiators that rattled but remained permanently cold,” was run by Ian Lee.

“They were originally based here for a week to see if they were going to make it, to see what sort of a mess they made of some songs,” Lee said. “When they first arrived they were like five schoolgirls – a bit giggly, a bit insecure. When they came back on a full-time basis, they started to gel together. That’s when Geri and Mel B began to emerge as the dominant ones. You wouldn’t say they were all singers by any stretch. And as for dancing, Geri couldn’t dance either! The only thing she had was big tits.”

A crude analysis (and there would be plenty more of those) but it was clear that the girls needed training. Keiles, who had been hired to organise the auditions and to provide some original material for the girls to cut their teeth on, knew of a singing teacher called Pepe Lemer who was duly charged with the task of knocking the girls into shape.

Lemer was an old school performer somewhat in the Barbra Streisand mould, whose bid for stardom in the Sixties had been crowded out by stars of a more homely and waif-like inclination such as Lulu, Marianne Faithfull, Cilla Black and Sandie Shaw. Since then she had worked as a backing singer with innumerable bands and solo artists while giving singing lessons to a growing but surprisingly secretive roster of clients, of which more later.

Her first step with the girls was to establish the scale of the job. To begin with she sat down with each of them in turn and listened to them sing ‘Take Me Away’, one of several numbers composed for them by Kieles and his songwriting partner John Thirkell. The performances were conducted while looking at themselves in a mirror.

“Each one had an individuality about them,” Lemer recalled. “Mel C was very lithe and lean, very much a dancer’s body. And when she sang and looked in the mirror it was as if she was looking in the camera, which is how it should be when you perform; very professional, I thought. Victoria had a pretty little voice. With her ponytail and pretty face, there was a sweetness about her. Melanie B was very fiery. There was a time when her tuning was bad and she burst into tears with me. She had this good, solid, soulful singing sound – she knew how to project – but there were times when, because she was a very strong character, she would challenge the training and get upset with the intensity of it all. What you see now is exactly what she was then, but without the fame and the money. There were altercations with Mel B.

“Geri had an amazing personality, but she didn’t quite know what to do with her voice. She had the hardest job. Her co-ordination had to be worked on for the dancing. And when she sang she had to learn how to soften all that strength in her voice. The others had all sung before, but Geri hadn’t. She had the potential – she just had to work the hardest. And by God, she did work the hardest. I watched her, on her own, in the corner practising her breathing, practising that dance step. She was not obviously a physical performer, but she persevered.”

Lemer took the girls for lessons for two hours a day, two days a week, during which they had to do “scale after scale after scale, learn how to project, and learn how far they could take their voices.” She taught them how to sing individually, then she made them sing in groups of two, then three and four and so on. They learnt how to breathe together, how to sing in unison, then split their voices and go straight into harmonies. She taught them how to apply diaphragm breathing techniques, how to open their mouths properly, and how to sing and dance simultaneously without getting out of breath. The training was intense, the attention to detail absolute.

Which makes it all the more difficult to comprehend why, of all the myths that have grown up about the Spice Girls, the idea that they “can’t sing” has become so widely and unquestioningly taken on board. It is true that none of the Spice Girls are singers in the way that Celine Dion, Whitney Houston or Mariah Carey are singers. But then, very few singers in the pop or rock tradition aspire to that state of super-heated excellence. Nor do the Spice Girls hail from the gospel tradition that informs the work of various highly skilled American vocal groups such as Boyz II Men. But, both individually and collectively, Geri, Emma, Victoria, and the two Mels are all singers of a standard that is perfectly acceptable in the broad run of the pop world. And indeed, when you start to think about it in any detail, what is the mark of a “good” singer in pop anyway?

I remember being invited to speak in a radio discussion on the current state of planet pop or some such. One of the other participants was Rick “Rock” McMurray, the then mohican-haired drummer with Irish indie-rockers Ash, who vouchsafed the opinion that Westlife were absolute rubbish. Hardly a controversial position to take but nevertheless, in order to convey his group’s depth of feeling about this important matter (and not in any way as a stunt to publicise their own new single), Ash had earlier in the day purchased 200 or so copies of Westlife’s record and publicly torched the lot. Among his various criticisms of Westlife, which basically amounted to the fact that their dull, bland, formulaic, hand-me-down crap made them a disgrace to the Irish nation – certainly a difficult argument to refute – McMurray insisted that “they can’t sing”.

Now as it happened, a few days prior to this, Ash had played their own single, ‘Shining Light’, live on Top Of The Pops, during which their singer Tim Wheeler had turned in a performance of such startling ineptitude it was a wonder the producer hadn’t prefaced it with a warning to viewers who might be disturbed by scenes of random violence being inflicted on an innocent tune. Out of breath and out of key, the Ash frontman’s thin, reedy croak bobbed fitfully among the waves of overdriven guitars like a piece of cork adrift in a high sea. And here was his chum, a party to the crime no less, airily telling the world that Westlife “can’t sing”.

Now I think Ash are an infinitely more exciting, characterful and musically involving group than Westlife. Ash write their own songs, they have tremendous punch, they are the real deal. ‘Goldfinger’ and ‘Girl From Mars’ are classics of the Britpop era. Westlife, on the other hand, are a group of manicured dullards without a spark of wit or originality in their bones. But actually, any one member of Westlife could sing the pants off the whole of Ash, any day of the week. And, I’m sorry to say, the same holds true, in a technical sense, for the late Joe Strummer, Shane MacGowan, Ian Brown and any number of punk-rock-indie renegades and their self-righteous camp followers who habitually look down their noses at their less-than-hip mainstream pop cousins and castigate them for not being able to sing.

Indeed, I get a definite sense of déjà vu whenever I hear the accusation that particular pop performers “can’t sing” since it wasn’t that long ago that a certain sort of saloon bar bore would happily tell anyone within earshot that Johnny Rotten and Joey Ramone couldn’t sing either. The irony then was that you could bet a pound to a penny the person making this lofty pronouncement would take it for granted that Bob Dylan was one of the quintessential voices in rock’n’roll. Now Dylan may be many things: spokesman for a generation, a lyricist on a par with the best, an icon, a legend, a man whose work has helped define the cultural landscape in which all discussion of modern music exists. And a great many people like the sound of his voice. But can he “really” sing? And while we’re on the subject, how is it possible for a person to play harmonica for a living for 40 years and still not get any better at it than he has?

The fact is that for all the flak they’ve taken over the years about their supposed lack of ability as singers (and the flak which they continued to take as they racked up number one hit after number one hit as solo artists) the Spice Girls put every bit as much effort into learning their craft as did the hippy wannabe in The Byrds song who was told to “take some time and learn how to play”.

One of their most distinctive and successful strategies for wooing the movers and shakers in the music business (before they had released any records) was simply to go into offices and TV and radio stations and anywhere else that they could get a foot in the door and sing. Robert Sandall, who later became the group’s press officer at Virgin Records, was chief pop critic of The Sunday Times in 1995, when he met them for the first time at a corporate junket at Kempton racecourse.

“They took me into the gents’ toilets and sang to me,” he said. “I can’t remember what the song was, but I remember thinking they could certainly sing. There was a clear five-part vocal arrangement going on. It was an unusually bold thing for a group in their position to do. And they did seem keen on selling themselves as a serious singing proposition. They wanted to let people know they could actually do it.”

Nicki Chapman, who later became famous as one of the Pop Idol judges, was working as head of TV promotion at RCA in July 1995, in charge of acts including M People, Kylie Minogue, Take That and Robson & Jerome, when the group, then known only as Spice, came into the office to see the Managing Director, Hugh Goldsmith.

“I was asked to sit in on the meeting,” Chapman said. “So I took my place and next thing I know five mad young girls came flying through the office on roller blades and jumped up on the table and started strutting their stuff. And they just blew me away.”

It was especially odd that the myth that the Spice Girls couldn’t sing should gain such widespread currency when in fact for the first six months or so after they had signed to Virgin (later in 1995) they did little else. They would sing at the drop of a hat, virtually anywhere, anytime, as when Chapman, who subsequently left RCA to start her own PR company Brilliant!, took the girls to meet the production team of The Big Breakfast at the Planet 24 production company. “There they were,” she said, “with their little bashed-up tape recorder, and they put the cassette in and did an impromptu performance in the middle of this huge open-plan office in front of about 60 people. And it worked. It really worked.”

However, there is no smoke without fire, and it seems to me that the bizarre accusation that the Spice Girls can’t “really” sing reflects a more widespread suspicion about the performing abilities of pop artists in general and the technical wherewithal of producers and record companies to pull the wool over their audience’s eyes (or perhaps that should be ears) with increasingly sophisticated studio effects. For whereas in the pop eras of the Fifties, Sixties and Seventies the quality of singing that you heard on a record was, for better or worse, a pretty fair representation of a performer’s ability in the flesh, you now have equipment in recording studios which can make a voice that isn’t in tune sound as if it is. Just as every professional recording studio has, as a matter of course, microphones and a mixing board with devices for compressing and equalising the sound frequencies, so they now also have a device called an Autotune for getting a vocal part in tune and another called a Vocaline for “lining-up” different vocal parts (i.e. getting them synchronised with each other). In other words, it is now perfectly possible to take a person who can’t sing and, provided they’ve got a reasonable tone of voice, make them sound as if they can sing, or to record a group of non-singers, all performing out of time with each other, and make them sound like the slickest of barbershop quartets.

The upshot of this is what we might call Human League Syndrome run riot – a sense in which if you’re an A&R person or management mogul on the look-out nowadays for a performer with “star potential” in the music business, then the ability to sing exceptionally well, or even at all, is relegated to a fairly low position in the order of priorities. Thus it undoubtedly was with the original selection of the Spice Girls. The Herberts weren’t looking for great singers, they were looking for a certain type of girl (“streetwise, outgoing, ambitious, dedicated, 18-23), albeit with “the ability to sing/dance”. Chris Herbert wasn’t put off in the slightest by Geri’s almost complete lack of singing experience. It was her “cheek” (among other assets) which made her perfect for the job.

“What you had here was five girls who looked a certain way that was extremely marketable,” said Erwin Keiles, the producer and songwriter who was present at the original auditions to choose the girls. “You had the sporty girl, the pretty girl, the sophisticated girl, the black girl … it’s almost as if they went out and did a survey to decide how they were going to design a new model of car. It was a great concept. But none of them could sing any better than the girl who lives down the street who sings in the local youth club or is a keen amateur. They can sing much better now than they could on Day One. But they’re still not singers.”

As something of a connoisseur of singing voices who has worked at the production coalface for many years, Keiles observed a sea change in the approach to the making and marketing of pop during the Eighties and Nineties.

“The point is that once this equipment had become widely available and installed, suddenly you didn’t need to have singers any more,” he said. “I was in the studio when Take That were being auditioned. I was involved with Bros and several other boy bands, and I’ve seen the same thing over and over again. The record company doesn’t have to deal any more with some fantastic singer who is also a great songwriter and has got an opinion about what they want. Instead, they can take people who are completely mouldable and who are grateful to be given the opportunity of a lifetime.

“We produced a boy band for a management company. Five guys came in to the studio. They looked fantastic. They could all dance brilliantly. But not one of them could sing. We had to spend hours and hours of studio time fixing and time-stretching their voices – doing what a good singer could have done in no time at all. I think we spent 19 hours ‘tuning’ the vocals on one song alone. The finished product sounded fantastic, but believe me, none of those guys could sing.”

According to Keiles, the equipment that tunes voices is now so well developed that the trick can actually be done in real time. In other words, it can be used “live”. “It works on stage. I’ll say no more,” he concluded darkly, before adding: “I know the Spice Girls used it.”

There have been many startling changes in what is now felt to constitute a “live” performance in recent years. Most people – but not all – accept sampling and sequencing as perfectly legitimate techniques. But the staging of various multi-artist events, such as the Party In The Park concerts in Hyde Park, where the majority of acts simply mime to their records, is just one of the more obvious cases in which the “fake” performing aesthetic of Top Of The Pops has been imported into the “live” arena (although, curiously, in recent times it has become increasingly fashionable for artists to perform live on Top Of The Pops itself – once the bastion of the mimed performance). The antics of vocal groups such as All Saints, who have habitually mimed during parts of their concert performances, and Steps, who have done likewise and indeed don’t even bother to take musicians on tour with them when backing tapes will evidently suffice, have further eroded the idea of what constitutes an authentic concert experience.

However, the proposition that because some manufactured pop bands cannot or do not sing, therefore all such groups cannot sing, is based on obviously flawed logic. The Backstreet Boys are clearly tremendous singers, all blessed with beautiful voices and fully aware of the various nuances of phrasing and pitching. Conversely, some great or “credible” pop artists are not especially accomplished singers. Madonna is not much of a singer, and was even less so when she was going through her ‘Material Girl’ phase, but that’s not to say she hasn’t proved herself, time and again, to be a fantastic talent. After all, there’s hundreds of singers who can walk into a studio and sing brilliantly, but who haven’t got the larger-than-life personality or the ambition or the looks or whatever it takes to be a star.

As with so many other aspects of their story, the Spice Girls came through the doorway to pop stardom at a time when both the media and the masses were just wising up to the new rules of engagement. Not only did Posh, Sporty, Ginger, Baby and Scary seem to embody the ethos of the no-brains, no-talent, “put-together” group, but they swiftly became the most successful representatives of the “genre” in the entire history of pop. And, of course, they were pretty girls. Small wonder then that they became a conduit for all the suspicion and antipathy towards stars of that kind, a kind of giant lightning conductor for every “can’t sing” horror story flashing across the pop skyline.

“I get so angry when I hear people say that the Spice Girls can’t sing,” Pepi Lemer said. “I cannot bear that put-down, because I know differently. It’s totally unjustified. If they can’t sing, how come they’ve lasted so long, putting out single after single, each one different from the last one, and many of them difficult songs to sing? ‘Wannabe’, ‘Say You’ll Be There’, ‘Mama’, when you listen to those songs you hear each individual voice – the depth of Geri’s voice, the lightness of Emma’s voice, the soulful sound of the two Mels – you can always identify their sound. Of course they can sing.”

There is also a curious prejudice that has grown up in the pop world when it comes to the matter of voice training that runs counter to the received wisdom in just about every other line of endeavour that you can think of. Lemer has trained many well-known performers – including Keith Duffy of Boyzone, the comedian Jennifer Saunders and boy band Five – but rather than boast about it, most of her famous clients have made her sign secrecy clauses in her contract with them which forbid her from revealing to the world that they have availed themselves of her services. It is something which Lemer has got used to.

“They don’t want anyone to know that they’ve been vocally trained, because they want to be known as ‘natural’ talents,” she explained. “It’s as if people will feel that if they had to be trained, then they couldn’t have been that talented in the first place.”

One only has to apply the same logic to, say, an athlete or a tennis player or even an opera singer to realise what nonsense this is. But there is, nevertheless, a deep-rooted suspicion among certain people (especially critics and other tastemakers) of pop stars, particularly singers, who have undertaken any sort of training or advanced coaching in their art. Here again the Spice Girls were peculiarly vulnerable to the criticism that theirs was an “artificially” created talent, as opposed to the raw, God-given brilliance of a group such as Prodigy (with their classically trained keyboard player Liam Howlett) or Primal Scream. Well the Spice Girls were certainly more a product of the Fame school way of doing things than the old-fashioned rock’n’roll method of simply opening your mouth and expressing yourself – but that is hardly sufficient grounds for arguing that the Spice Girls can’t “really sing” and that Keith Flint and Bobby Gillespie can.
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With the benefit of hindsight, Chris Herbert could look back on the days when the five girls were living and working together in Chic Murphy’s house in Maidenhead with a degree of rueful admiration.

“They never spoke about ‘if’ we make it. It was always ‘when’ we make it and, ‘How big are we going to make it?’” he subsequently recalled.

But at the time, the youthful management svengali quickly found himself out of his depth.

“Geri was probably a bit frustrated as to how long the actual process was going to take,” Herbert said. “We always had it in our minds that it was going to take twelve to eighteen months to develop them before we could get the group signed or get any kind of record released.”

The girls, it transpired, had their own ideas. And despite all the time, energy and money which was being invested in them, no one had thought to make them sign a contract. Chris Herbert’s explanation for this catastrophic oversight was that “one of the other guys involved [i.e Murphy] was adamant that he didn’t want to put them under contract. I suppose it’s that old school management thing where he wanted that insecurity to play a part in it, so that they were always on their toes, always hungry for it and always had something to prove. Because if any one of them had played up, he’d have shipped one out and shipped the next one in.”

Poor old Murphy. Here was a man who had come up in a world where it was the manager, with his business experience and financial clout, who called the shots. The artists were expected to live and work like indentured slaves, never aware of the bigger picture, always fearful that they might be the next to feel the swish of the axe about to fall on their heads.

“What I would do is work ‘em,” Murphy said of his plans for the girls at the time.

And in an earlier era, or with a different group of people, maybe that’s the way it would have been. But not this time. And most certainly not with this lot. Murphy and the Herberts had started out by inventing the perfect girl group. But like the scientist in a sci-fi movie who grows a culture in a Petri dish that ends up threatening to take over the world, they were about to discover that the organism they had created was completely beyond their ability to control or even contain. They were only five inexperienced girls. But in truth, Heart Management had no idea what they had got hold of.

* * *

VICTORIA CAROLINE ADAMS

Standing 5’ 6” tall, with a nose like a ski jump and ever-so-slightly inward-facing teeth like a baby shark’s, Victoria was the most poised and sophisticated of the girls, but also the most introverted. She was born on April 17, 1974 and brought up with a younger sister, Louise, and a younger brother, Christian. Her mother Jacqueline Adams (née Cannon) trained as a hairdresser and worked as an insurance clerk. Her father, Tony Adams, is a self-made man, who enjoyed a spell as a singer in covers bands such as The Soniks and The Calettos during the Sixties, and then worked as a sales representative in North London before he and Jackie set up their own electrical wholesale business. Thanks to a combination of hard work and business acumen, it became a flourishing concern, which enabled the family to enjoy a comfortable lifestyle in a large house in Goff ‘s Oak, Hertfordshire with regular sorties to the holiday playgrounds of the nouveau riche in places such as the Canary Islands and Spain. Encouraged by her parents, Victoria showed an early enthusiasm for music and drama, and enrolled at the tender age of eight for after-school classes at the Jason Theatre School in Broxbourne.

She started secondary school at St Mary’s High in Cheshunt in 1985, where she was given a rough ride by fellow pupils who were envious of her family’s wealth – her father would drop her off at the school gates in a Rolls-Royce – and teased her because she suffered from acne.

“I was one of the most unpopular kids there,” she said. “I was a complete wreck. I would wake up worrying who I was going to sit next to in class. It was sheer hell.

“The reason I was hated is because I wasn’t doing what you do when you’re at school – bunking off and going with loads of boys. I never had any boyfriends at school. And when everybody else was going down the chip shop, I was going to ballet lessons … and that wasn’t the cool thing to do.”

She left St Mary’s in the summer of 1990 with a handful of O levels, and won a place at the Laine Theatre Arts School in Epsom, where she completed her higher education. On leaving there in 1993 she landed a part as a dancer in a musical called Bertie in Birmingham, after which she joined a two-man, three-woman group called Persuasion. She was still performing with them, when she went for the audition for an allgirl group advertised in The Stage.

MELANIE JANINE BROWN

Even before she had a stud rammed through her tongue, and her birth sign, Gemini, tattooed on her bum, Melanie B was the loudest and lewdest of the girls, with a laugh dirtier than a gang of sailors on shore leave. She is 5’ 5” tall, wears glasses and smokes Marlborough Lights. Her younger sister, Danielle, is an actress, who has appeared in Emmerdale.

“I’m one of those people that’s nice in small doses,” Melanie would say in a voice that is more Yorkshire than pudding. But she was not so scary when she was born in Leeds on May 29, 1975. In fact her features were so perfect that one of the nurses declared her to be “the bonniest baby that’s been born here all week.”

Her mother, Andrea Dixon, and father, Martin Brown, were married three months after Melanie was born. Martin, who was born on the island of Nevis in the West Indies, was an engineer’s assistant at Yorkshire Imperial Metals, where he has worked shifts for more than 25 years. Andrea, Yorkshire born and bred, has worked in a variety of unskilled occupations in offices, factories, shops and elsewhere, often holding down two or three jobs simultaneously while the daughters were growing up. After 27 years of marriage, the couple separated in 2002 and subsequently divorced.

The family lived in Burley, a suburb of Leeds, for most of Melanie’s childhood. Holidays were spent, without fail, at a campsite in Abersoch on the Welsh coast in the company of her extended family (mostly from her mother’s side), an experience which Melanie adored. As a child she was hyperactive.

“Literally I could not sit still. It’s one of the reasons my mum sent me to dancing classes. I didn’t want to miss out on anything. I was a whirlwind.”

From her very first lesson at the Jean Pearce School of Dance – a cold, basement studio with no heating – she was hooked. “I began a blissful journey into tap, ballet, jazz and modern.” While still at school she took a handful of acting lessons and taught herself how to play the drums. At the age of 15, she left school and home to take up a job as a dancer during the summer season in Blackpool. Returning to Leeds at the end of the season, she took up a place at The Northern School of Contemporary Dance in Chapeltown, which she subsidised by teaching aerobics classes at a local leisure centre. In 1992, she won the Miss Leeds Weekly News beauty pageant. After dropping out of college she sold advertising space for a car magazine, and worked as an extra on the set of A Touch Of Frost and Coronation Street.

“I don’t count myself as black or white – I’m mixed race,” she says. “I’m proud of that. I don’t see colour as a problem, it’s to be enjoyed. You should never deny one side of your colour– some people get it wrong and stick to either the white side or the black side. But if you’re mixed race it’s proving a point that things are changing … it’s getting better.”

EMMA LEE BUNTON

Blue-eyed, blonde-haired and a petite 5’2” tall, Emma was the youngest, the smallest, the sweetest and the last of the five girls. No wonder the others all took her so immediately under their collective wing. She was also the only one to have a blue belt in karate. She would later have “Baby” tattooed on her hip and a Chinese symbol tattooed at the base of her spine.

Emma was born on January 21, 1976 in Barnet, North London and grew up in nearby East Finchley. Her father, Trevor Bunton was a milkman, and when she was old enough, Emma would sometimes go out and help on his rounds. But long before that, when she was still only two, her mother, Pauline Bunton (née Davitt), began taking the little, moon-faced toddler on photographic shoots for Mothercare and other clients of the child modelling agency Norrie Carr. She won a beauty contest and started ballet classes when she was three and had enrolled in disco and tap classes at the Kay School of Dance in Finchley by the age of five. It was here that she made her first solo stage appearances, as a moonbeam dressed in a peach tutu, and then as a tap-dancing bear cub. She advanced to a role as the Milky Bar Kid’s girlfriend in a TV advertisement for the white chocolate, before winning a place at the Sylvia Young Theatre School in Islington, where her contemporaries included Denise Van Outen, Samantha Janus and three future members of All Saints: Melanie Blatt and Nicole and Natalie Appleton.

Soon after Emma had started there her parents were divorced.

“I don’t remember being upset by the break-up at all,” Emma recalls. “The only thing I remember saying about it was, ‘Does this mean I’ll get two lots of pocket money?’”

If anything the reverse was the case. Despite supplementing his milk rounds with stints at window-cleaning and mini-cabbing, her father could no longer afford to pay the fees at Sylvia Young’s. Fortunately the school offered her a scholarship and Emma was able to continue her theatrical training. Her mother, meanwhile, embarked on a new life as a karate instructor, and now holds a black belt. The indomitable Pauline has since moved to Hertfordshire, where she lives with her second husband, Steve, whom she married on February 14, 2001, and Emma’s younger brother, Paul James (aka PJ).

“My mum taught me that whoever you are, and whatever age, you can achieve what you want,” Emma says.

Although her childhood dream was to be a dancer, after suffering a back injury at the age of 14, Emma switched her attention to acting. She left school at 16 to begin a two-year drama course at Barnet Technical College. Meanwhile other assignments included appearing in a photostory in a teen magazine called Top Chat as a karate student who had a crush on her teacher, and being the featured face of an anti-smoking poster. Having played the part of a teenage tearaway in the TV soap EastEnders, it seemed as if she was on the verge of greater things.

But no one could have predicted just how great a leap she was about to make when Pepe Lemer, her former singing teacher from Sylvia Young’s, invited her to go and meet up with a group of girls she was coaching at a studio in Woking.

MELANIE JAYNE CHISHOLM

Melanie C ended up with a nose stud, a gold incisor and at least ten tattoos, probably more, including the word “angel” written across her belly and a huge turquoise phoenix with its wings spread across the rippling musculature of her shoulders. When she met the other girls, she was a trim, and rather less-illustrated woman, 5’ 6” tall, who regarded herself as fearless in most situations, except where spiders are involved. Obsessively fit and strong, even then, she was also short-sighted and continues to wear glasses for reading and driving.

Melanie was born on January 12, 1974 in Rainhill, a suburb of Liverpool, known locally for its mental asylum. Brought up on council estates in the suburbs of Runcorn and Widnes, she attended Brookvale Junior School and Fairfield Junior School, where she displayed an early aptitude for sports: netball, hockey, rounders, athletics, gymnastics, you name it. She also gravitated towards dance, taking classes and appearing in amateur revues and pantomimes. But music was her true calling. Her mother, Joan O’Neill, who worked as a secretary/PA, has been singing in bands since she was 14, and currently performs in River Deep, a Tina Turner tribute group, in which her husband (Melanie’s stepfather), Dennis O’Neill plays bass.

“I always wanted to be a pop star,” Melanie says. “It was my mum’s job and I wanted it to be mine too. I used to go to gigs and watch her. I’d sit there at the front, miming every word she sang.”

Melanie has a complicated Christmas card list. She is the only child of Alan and Joan Chisholm, who were married on July 24, 1971 and who separated in 1978. Alan, who at that time worked as a fitter at Otis Elevators, sired a daughter Emma Williams (Melanie’s half-sister) after he and Joan had divorced – a fact which Melanie only became aware of when she and Emma first met many years later in 1998. Melanie’s mother married Dennis O’Neill who had two sons, Jarrod and Stuart, from his first marriage, who then became Melanie’s stepbrothers. Dennis O’Neill and Joan had a boy, Paul, who is Melanie’s halfbrother. Meanwhile, Alan Chisholm had moved into the travel industry, and married again. His new wife Carole had two boys, Liam and Declan, giving Melanie a grand tally of one half-sister, two stepbrothers and three half-brothers. For most of the time, when she was growing up, Melanie lived with her mother, her stepfather, Jarrod, Stuart and Paul.

Melanie’s parents separated when she was four-and-a-half, and although she now declares herself “lucky” to have two mums and two dads, she admits to feelings of insecurity as a child. “I felt like I was in the way and I had to make my own life and be independent.”

After leaving Fairfield County High School, Melanie attended the Doreen Bird College of Performing Arts in Kent, where she trained in theatre studies and singing. Following graduation in 1993, she auditioned for work in London. Unemployed and hungry, she had resorted to stealing food from grocery stores when she saw a flyer inviting applicants to audition for an all-girl pop group. “This is it. This is definitely it,” she thought.

GERALDINE ESTELLE HALLIWELL

A bundle of nervous, flirtatious energy, Geri was the oldest and most experienced of the five girls. But she was also the one with the most to prove. Everything about her was subject to constant change: her weight, her hair colour, her look, her lifestyle. Even her height and age were subject to discreet adjustments, depending on the circumstances.

According to her birth certificate however, she was born on August 6, 1972 and eventually grew to a height of no more than 5’ 2”, no matter what it said on her modelling “zeb” card. She has a brother, Max and a sister, Natalie, both older than her, as well as a half-brother, Paul, and half-sister, Karen, from her father, Laurence Halliwell’s previous marriage. Geri was extremely fond of her father, describing him as a “car dealer, entrepreneur, womaniser and chancer” who was old enough to be mistaken for her grandfather when she was growing up. One wonders what she might have said about him if she hadn’t liked him.

Geri’s mother, Ana Maria Hidalgo, was born and brought up in rural Spain. She emigrated to England when she was 21, and spent her working life cleaning offices and libraries. She became a Jehovah’s Witness for a while and would take the young Geri doorstepping with her, until she lost interest in it.

Geri was born and brought up in Watford, where she attended the Walter de Merton Junior School. She won a place at Watford Girls’ Grammar School where she joined the drama club. She already knew that she wanted to be famous.

“I didn’t know exactly how I was going to achieve it,” she later recalled. “Probably by being a TV presenter, or a pop star or an actress, I thought. The precise details weren’t particularly relevant to a teenager; it was simply going to happen.”

Her parents separated when Geri was ten years old, after which she was brought up by her mother, while maintaining a close, if erratic, relationship with her father until his death in 1993 at the age of 71.

She left school with eight O levels and went to Casio College to study travel, tourism and finance. But this was 1989 – during the so-called second “summer of love” – and she was cheerfully sucked into the 24-hour party people lifestyle, a nocturnal existence organised around the huge weekend raves which took place on farmland and in warehouse properties adjacent to London’s orbital motorway, the M25.

Her studies lapsed. She moved into a squat in South Oxhey and got a job as a go-go dancer at the Crazy Club at the London Astoria. This led in turn to a job as a dancer in a nightclub in Majorca from whence she entered the shadowy world of glamour modelling.

The pressures of modelling and auditioning (nearly always unsuccessfully) aggravated deep-rooted feelings of insecurity, and Geri was suffering a full-blown case of bulimia by the time she was 19. Such problems did not prevent her from being selected to host a game show called Let’s Make A Deal on a new Turkish TV channel. But becoming a minor celebrity in a country where she could neither speak nor understand the language was not nearly good enough for Geri.

“It didn’t feel like fame to me,” she said. “I wanted to be able to say, ‘Hey, look at me,’ to my family and friends.” She later vowed to streak at Wimbledon if she hadn’t become properly famous by her 22nd birthday.

Back in England she took up various odd jobs to make ends meet, becoming an aerobics instructor (Miss Motivator) and a make-up/ makeover artist. A chance comment by a theatre casting director about her lack of reading experience, prompted her to enrol for an A level course in English Literature at Watford College at the age of 21.

As well as pursuing her studies – more conscientiously this time – she worked in a hairdresser’s, a restaurant and as a domestic cleaner, while continuing to spend weekends hosting the TV game show in Istanbul. Finding herself at a very low ebb – “My weight had fallen to six stone and I barely had the energy to get out of bed” – she nearly didn’t go to the audition at Nomis Studios in Shepherds Bush in May 1994.

Chris Herbert had agreed to see her, despite her failure to attend the first audition. “It’s down to the last twelve girls,” a friend pointed out. “Five get chosen. They’re great odds.” And then there was Michelle Stephenson, the girl from Abingdon, Hertfordshire, who saw her opportunity to acquire fame and riches beyond belief trickle through her fingers like sand. As with Pete Best, the drummer who was booted out of The Beatles to make way for Ringo Starr just weeks before the group released their first record, Stephenson’s brief tenure in the group was a one-way ticket to pop’s all-time losers’ club. What must it feel like to be an also-ran on such a mind-boggling scale? To have held one of life’s winning lottery tickets in your hand, only to have it fed into the shredding machine before you could cash it in?

“Of course I regret I’m not a multi-millionaire like them,” Stephenson said many years later in one of the great understatements of pop. “But at the time I left the group I knew I was doing the right thing. And I still think it was the right thing. It wasn’t my kind of music and they were not living the lifestyle I wanted.”

Stephenson came from a secure, tightly knit family. Her father, George, worked for the Chubb lock company and her brother Simon was an art director. Together with her mum, Penny, they supported and encouraged her efforts to work on the stage, a dream which began at the age of five when she was picked to play the part of a sunflower in a village hall production. She was in her first year of studying Theatre and English at London’s Goldsmith’s University when she saw the Herberts’ advertisement in The Stage. By then she had already been a member of both the Young Vic and the National Youth Theatre and had performed at the Edinburgh Festival.

She was actually the first of the girls to be chosen from the final 20 who made it to the second audition, at which they were split into groups and instructed to sing the Stevie Wonder song ‘Signed, Sealed, Delivered, I’m Yours’. After the auditions were completed and the other four – Melanie B, Melanie C, Victoria and Geri – had been selected, the girls were moved into a bed and breakfast near Windsor for a week to get to know each other, before moving “full time” into the house in Maidenhead.

There was one tiny single room which Geri appropriated, apparently on the grounds that she was the oldest and the least able to “share her space”. Then there was a room with two single beds which Stephenson shared with Victoria. The two Melanies shared a double bed in the third room. There was always a queue for the bathroom, in which every available horizontal surface, apart from the floor, was piled up with soaps, shampoos, make-up and sundry cosmetics. There was a single bath and a shower attachment that could be fitted on to the taps. It was all a very far cry from the luxurious accommodation that would be laid on years later for the young hopefuls in Popstars.

“We did subsidise them a bit,” Chris Herbert said. “And we gave them a weekly wage as well towards food and keep and all that sort of stuff. The girls were signing on and probably getting housing benefit at the time as well.”

According to Geri, the girls each had £60 a week to live on. Every morning they would squeeze into her Fiat Uno and drive the thirty miles to Trinity Studios in Woking, where they worked on their voice coaching and dance lessons and began the task of building up a repertoire of songs.

The Herberts had decided that the group would be called Touch; something to do with the word having five letters, one for each of the five girls. The number “five” seems to have had some mystical significance for Chris Herbert. Five was the name he chose for the boy band which several years later finally did bring home the bacon for Heart Management. And there were also five letters in Spice, which became the interim name that the group devised before they became the Spice Girls.

In the early days of Touch, Herbert Jr remained nominally in charge, although as the months went by an increasingly open power struggle between him and Geri over who was in charge of the group began to develop.

“Geri was very much the engine behind the band,” Herbert said. “She was the rocket that kept the whole thing moving. She kept everyone focused and motivated. She knew her vision. Very, very, very streetwise. She knew exactly what she wanted and how it was all going to look, probably even more so than I did at the time.”

Fortunately, Herbert was not the kind of manager who would regard this as a threat to his authority.

“Geri wasn’t an awful lot younger than me and she had a lot of strong ideas. I’m not knocking them. In fact, I’ve got most respect for Geri this side of things because I’ve never worked with someone who was so driven and ambitious and has got such a good grasp on the mechanics of how things work for someone who was a novice at it.”

Herbert nevertheless attempted to maintain a hands-on approach to the matter of how the girls ought to look and what songs they would perform. Stephenson described it as “very, very young pop” and recalls the lyrics to one song which went: “Where do you come from?/ Falling from the sky/ You’re someone very special/ I’m flying, I feel so high.” Another song which they practised incessantly at this stage was called ‘We’re Gonna Make It Happen’, a pop-soul number with a gratingly bright singalong chorus that embraced the positive thinking that was such an important part of the group’s motivational ethos. However, this was still early days and none of the songs they worked on or demoed at this stage were eventually used by the Spice Girls.

The girls would regularly work from early morning until late in the evening. While Geri’s domain was the formulation of ideas, planning and overall group strategy, Melanie B quickly assumed the role of choreographer and chief taskmaster, bossing everyone about (especially Geri) in rehearsals, and generally making sure that everyone was keeping up to the mark.

“Their work ethic was really good,” Chris Herbert recalled. “They were very hungry for it. They all had varying degrees of natural ability to sing and dance, and they all had strengths and weaknesses. Most of them hadn’t even considered music as their career. They kind of stumbled across it. The process was to try and bring them all up to speed so that they were all at a similar level. That’s really what that period was all about.”

While most aspects were going according to plan, differences between Stephenson and the other four were quick to surface. While the others threw themselves into the project with a no-holds-barred approach, Stephenson kept her option of returning to university open. She maintained her Saturday job at Harrods. On a more fundamental level, she simply wasn’t as hungry for success as the rest of them.

“I don’t think Michelle had ever struggled for anything in her life,” Melanie B said.

“She lacked the same intensity or enthusiasm to learn and at times it bordered on laziness,” said Geri, who remembered working through her lunch break to master a particular dance step while Stephenson, who was no great shakes as a dancer either, went and lay outside in the sun. Indeed her fondness for sunbathing seemed to act as a focus for the negative reactions of all the other girls who nicknamed her the sun-worshipper.

And while Stephenson was a good singer, she had a more formal style – what Victoria called “cruise-ship operatic” – which grated against rather than complemented the voices of the other four.

This was no mere detail. Surprisingly little attention has been paid to the vocal style of the Spice Girls, but they evolved a way of arranging songs for five voices that was highly distinctive. Instead of writing a lead line for one of the voices and arranging the others in a supporting role as pop vocal groups have done since time immemorial, they maintained a strictly equal five-way split in the workload (and the glory). They didn’t want any one person to emerge as the lead singer – not even in one song – so they would divide songs up into a line or two each, before blending the voices together for the chorus. To this day it can be hard to recall who was singing which precise bit of a Spice Girls song – a feature which was used as a stick to beat them with by many critics – but which was actually a clever device to ensure that they gained the maximum impact and mileage from their all-in-it-together girl-gang image. Even at this early stage, it was imperative that the sound of the five voices should be as intertwined as the fortunes of the girls themselves.

Melanie B gave Stephenson a pep talk, after which she began to make more of an effort. But it was too late. The other girls discussed the situation with Bob and Chris Herbert and they agreed that she wasn’t right for the group.

“She just wasn’t fitting in,” Bob Herbert said. “She would never have gelled with it and we had to tell her to go.”

At this point, the management’s decision not to give the girls contracts or to offer them security of any sort would appear to have been vindicated. Herbert could send Stephenson on her way without any compensation, secure in the knowledge that she had no comeback, legally or in any other way. Stephenson has since maintained that she took the decision to leave of her own accord, because she felt it wasn’t the right situation for her, and because she wanted to be close to her family at a time when her mother had just been diagnosed with cancer.

“It wasn’t my kind of music and I had different plans for the future,” she said.

After leaving the group, Stephenson travelled in Europe and then returned to Goldsmith’s to complete her degree. She still harbours ambitions to be a singer and has talked of working on an album of her own. She has recorded backing vocals for singers such as Ricky Martin and Julio Iglesias. She has also been a reporter for Carlton TV’s Wired series and a presenter on the LWT series Wild Weekends.

“I’m very happy with what I’m doing and don’t regret a thing,” she said much later. “People often ask me about the Spice Girls. I don’t get fed up with it, but it was only six months of my life. There aren’t any bad feelings. I never look back on things, you have to look forward.”

However, she was less conciliatory after reading Victoria’s version of events in her autobiography, Learning To Fly, published in 2001, in which she claimed that her former room-mate was sacked because she had “less rhythm than a cement mixer” and “just couldn’t be arsed” to do the work needed to improve.

“Right from the start [Victoria] was very much the high and mighty one, sticking her nose in the air,” Stephenson responded. “I can’t pretend that I wasn’t very hurt by the things she said about my singing and dancing. But to say that I was turfed out of the group, when I left because I wanted to be with my sick mother … well, what kind of person does that? She knows my mother had breast cancer.”

Inevitably, you end up wondering if Stephenson would have worked harder both on a personal and a professional level to make things work if she had known what was at stake. Many years later, in 2002, Chris Herbert bumped into her in a restaurant in Richmond. Stephenson was working there as a waitress.

“She served me a drink and we started chatting,” Herbert said. “She was fine. She said she’d got her own band together and wanted to come and see me to talk about managing them. That’s the last time I spoke to her.”

With Stephenson gone, the search for a replacement started with Pepe Lemer’s recommendation of a singer she’d come across some years before called Abigail Kas. She auditioned for the Herberts and Murphy, but there were reservations on both sides. She became an aerobics teacher. Then Lemer remembered one of her former pupils from the Sylvia Young Theatre School – Emma Bunton. Chris Herbert went to audition her and had no hesitation in offering her a place in the group, subject to her getting on with the other girls. Emma arrived with her mother, Pauline, at Maidenhead station, in July 1994, where she was met by the four girls.

“Straight away I knew she was the one,” Geri recalled. And so it turned out to be. Emma fitted into Stephenson’s shoes perfectly in all departments, and clicked immediately on a more fundamental personal level. Geri thought of her as the younger sister she had never had while Melanie B became her soul sister, a friend with whom she could have long heart-to-heart talks deep into the night.

Work continued apace at Trinity Studios, and with everyone now pulling in the same direction, the momentum picked up dramatically. But despite constant badgering from the girls to quicken the pace of their promotional activities, the management seemed to be in no great hurry to bring the project to fruition. On many occasions the girls badgered Bob and Chris Herbert to give them a proper contract, but were always brushed off. This made the girls feel insecure, as it was supposed to do, but an unintended consequence was that it also made them more determined than ever to succeed on their own terms with or without Heart Management.

“We reassured each other a lot and constantly reaffirmed that we were ‘in this for us’ and nobody else was going to take control,” Melanie B recalled.

As the weeks went by, the girls formed an emotional and spiritual bond that became far stronger than the pact of convenience that you might have expected from a manufactured group. Ric Blaxill who, as the producer of Top Of The Pops, was a man who had a lot of experience of working with “manufactured” groups, picked up on the difference between the girls and other groups straight away.

“You cannot manufacture what those girls had,” Blaxill said. “I know there was a plot behind it, and I know someone had an ambition for creating this group. But they chose the right people.”

Reading the constant stream of autobiographies by members of the Spice Girls – there have been four in recent years – you get a constant sense of déjà vu, not just because of the parallel accounts of the Spice years, which you would expect, but also from the extraordinary similarities in their backgrounds.

These go well beyond obvious factors such as their age and social class. They all endured difficult childhoods for one reason or another. Four out of the five come from broken homes, but all – apart from Geri perhaps – have enjoyed very strong, nurturing relationships with their mothers. All of them were bitten by the Fame bug at a very young age, and all – apart from Geri – managed to pester their parents into letting them take dance classes from an equally early age. Once on the road to the temple of the performing arts, these born exhibitionists all discovered an obsessive streak in their natures which fed on a burning sense of ambition. The constant craving for attention and the yearning to “get even” with the kids and grown-ups who had rejected them is a theme that runs through all their accounts.

“When I visualised fame,” Geri wrote, “I wanted people to recognise my face and know my name. I wanted them to like me. Even more importantly, it was the best form of revenge, the ultimate way of saying, ‘I told you so,’ to all the boyfriends who’d dumped me, the bosses who wouldn’t employ me, the directors who hadn’t cast me and the agencies who didn’t sign me.”

While the girls all liked music and dancing, they saw the business of making music as simply one means of achieving their goal of being loved and recognised and being able to give the finger to anyone who had ever put them down.

But they weren’t afraid of working hard to get it. And with Emma on board the girls started to become rather good at what they did. Once again, the management was lagging behind the beat and it was the girls who made the running. Fed up with the meagre material with which they had been supplied so far, and rather taken aback at the lack of positive, or indeed any, outside feedback, they lobbied Chris and Bob Herbert to organise a showcase for them. The principal object of the exercise was to attract songwriters who might provide the group with better material.

“We haven’t really got any decent songs,” Mel B said at the time. “We haven’t really got anything to work on.”

Additionally, they wanted to set out their stall for the music business in general, so that they could gauge the reaction of publishers, record company people and so forth.

“I was confident that we would be able to get a team together of writers and producers,” Chris Herbert said.

A showcase day was fixed in December 1994 in Nomis Studios, Shepherds Bush, scene of the original auditions to get the group together. The girls performed their “set” several times during the day to an audience of producers, writers and record company A&R men. The response was overwhelmingly positive, so much so that the Herberts were somewhat taken aback. Within days, the girls had the management contracts they had been agitating to get for so long. But they also had a gathering sense of their own worth.

Among the guests who had been invited to the showcase was Richard “Biff” Stannard who, along with his songwriting partner Matt Rowe had been a co-writer of hits by East 17. On the strength of what Stannard saw there, the team agreed to start working with the girls on new material. Over the course of the next couple of months, they began working with Stannard and Rowe at their London studio, The Strong Room, in Curtain Road. It was during one of these sessions that they wrote a song called ‘Wannabe’.

“It was all looking good,” Herbert recalled. The sound was coming together, the songs were coming together, and in the background, the business was going on where Bob and the girls were talking about the contracts.

Ah yes, those pesky contracts. The girls’ earlier enthusiasm for getting their relationship with Heart Management on to a legally binding footing had been replaced by a mysterious hesitance to sign on the dotted line. They took the contracts to their parents to look at. “Forget it,” was Tony Adams’s advice, presumably drawing on his experience of management deals from when he was singing in bands in the Sixties. Then they sought independent legal advice and spent several weeks with various lawyers, tinkering with one clause after another. But the truth was that since the day of the showcase, the balance of power had shifted irrevocably, a fact which it took the management team with all its years of shared experience and financial clout longer to realise than five girls who less than a year before were just hopeful faces at a crowded audition.

“All sorts of yarns were being spun,” Chris Herbert said, “and we kind of went along with that. I think Bob was more acute to it than I was.”

Finally in March 1995, the crunch came. By then, the girls had taken the decision to part company with Heart Management. But rather than precipitate a face-to-face showdown, they pulled off a daring and carefully orchestrated bunk. Geri and the two Mels went to the management offices and, by means that remain unclear to this day, managed to retrieve the master recordings of their songs – another lapse on the part of the management, who thus relinquished the only potential bargaining chip they had. Victoria and Emma, meanwhile, went to Trinity Studios to collect various odds and ends belonging to the group. They met up at a roundabout outside Maidenhead and took off.

Their departure came like a bolt out of the blue to Chris Herbert.

“In hindsight, I can probably spot some of the signs. But it was a huge surprise to me when it happened. You couldn’t really feel a rising tension before it happened. It was quite odd really.”

In hindsight a lot of things look clearer than they did at the time. But the relaxed attitude of the Herberts and Murphy – who clearly regarded the girls’ reliance on their money and management expertise as a given – only serves to underline what a breathtakingly bold and ballsy step they had taken. Who would have predicted, under the circumstances, that these five novices would have had the first idea of how to find and negotiate a better management deal than the one to which they owed their very existence as a group?

It was surely bad enough that they had given up their rent-free house, their access to free rehearsal space and their weekly wage. But they had no way of knowing what leverage the Herberts might have been able to exert if they had so chosen. What if Bob and Chris put pressure on the outside songwriters, such as Stannard and Rowe, not to carry on working with the girls? It was a courageous step to take.

It was also incredibly self-serving and underhand. The Herberts and Murphy had subsidised their existence, paid for voice coaching and provided accommodation for nine months. And on a personal level, Chris Herbert had devoted a substantial chunk of his life for more than nine months, during which he had become intimately entwined in the development of the group. But notions of trust and loyalty, let alone deference, simply didn’t come into the equation. This wasn’t so much a case of biting the hand that fed them as a full-scale amputation.

“At the time you mourn,” Herbert said. “Because you’re left with a void. And then seeing them go on to have success … at the time, yes, you feel a bit raw about it. It was very underhand. And that’s the bit that’s hurtful really. Because day in, day out we all spent so much time together. We were of similar ages and I think it could have been dealt with better. But we were all young …”

Herbert is older and wiser now, and can see where he went wrong. He has also maintained a remarkably philosophical view of the way events unfolded.

“We had put in a lot of effort and I can walk away feeling proud that I was involved in it and that I came up with an idea that worked so incredibly well,” he said many years later.

“I couldn’t honestly, hand on my heart, say that I could have taken them to the success that they had with Simon Fuller, not at that age. It was a big stepping stone in my career. I was a first-time manager. I think I had some great ideas and since then I’ve learnt how to follow those through and make the successes of them that they deserve. It was definitely a business lesson for me.”

History has obviously vindicated the group’s decision, and if the Spice Girls ever felt even the slightest twinge of a guilty conscience over grabbing everything that was on offer and then scarpering, they have managed to conceal it.

“Any time I feel sorry for Chris and Bob and Chic having missed out on the pop phenomenon of the Nineties,” Victoria said, “I have to remind myself that if they’d had their way we’d all be dressed the same, and one of us would have been the lead singer. The Spice Girls were so huge precisely because we didn’t do any of that.”

“I didn’t feel guilty about leaving Bob and Chris. We were just going in different directions,” was the sum total of Melanie B’s public musings on the matter.

Later, after the Girls had signed with Simon Fuller, they came to a settlement with the Herberts and Murphy, paying them a lump sum which included all the money that had been spent on them plus a substantial amount on top. As a ballpark figure, Bob Herbert had estimated that by the day of the showcase in December 1994, the project had cost Heart Management somewhere in the region of £20,000, and he was expecting to fork out roughly the same amount again to get them to the stage of signing a recording contract. But even if the Girls paid them five times that amount, it would still have been peanuts compared to the payday the Herberts and Murphy could have looked forward to if they had retained their management stake in the group. They may not have been left out of pocket, but it was nevertheless a salutory experience for the three men at the heart of Heart Management.

Murphy has since retired from management and now lives “abroad”. Chris Herbert, who still speaks to him from time to time, laughs off the suggestion that the experience with the Spice Girls had anything to do with his decision to quit. “He has various other lines of business, I’m sure. His world didn’t fall apart after the Spice Girls,” Herbert said. “I think he was probably playing at it a bit with the Spice Girls.”

Bob Herbert died in a car crash on August 9, 1999. The obituarists, not surprisingly, characterised him as “the unluckiest man in pop,” the manager who “moulded and guided the two biggest pop bands of the Eighties and Nineties – Bros and the Spice Girls,” only to see both groups leave him just as they were about to achieve stardom.

Chris Herbert went on to achieve significant success managing the boy band Five, which he auditioned and assembled during 1997 in exactly the same way as he did the Spice Girls – with one crucial difference. They were issued with formally binding contracts at a very early stage of their development.

Conceived as a harder-edged, British version of The Backstreet Boys, Five enjoyed a string of hit singles including ‘When The Lights Go Out’, ‘Keep On Movin’’ and a revival of the old stadium anthem, ‘We Will Rock You’, which they performed with the surviving members of Queen (who wrote it). By the time they split up at the end of 2001 they had sold seven million albums, including one million in America. A substantial success by most standards, but still small beer compared to the achievements of the Spice Girls.

In a somewhat fitting completion of the circle, Herbert’s other managerial success in later years, albeit a brief one, was with Hear’say, the group which emerged from the TV talent show Popstars. Here again, it turned out that Herbert’s idea of making and marketing the “perfect” group had provided an eerily accurate signpost for the future direction of pop. For as well as everything else, he had also set about documenting the process of putting the Spice Girls together on film, thereby producing, in effect, a forerunner of the reality TV shows which would later become such a ubiquitous and highly profitable phenomenon.

“The idea was to capture the whole process [of auditioning and developing the group] from start to finish, which hadn’t been done before,” Herbert said.

Unfortunately, because the girls flew the coop, the story was never completed in quite the way he had hoped. But a documentary, Raw Spice, featuring extensive footage shot by the late Matthew Bowers and Neil Davies in and around the house in Maidenhead and during rehearsals at Trinity Studios, did eventually surface. It was first screened on Granada TV on March 21, 2001 and became available on VHS soon afterwards, with some additional performance footage. With its grainy visuals and duff sound, it was nothing like as slick or well-organised as subsequent shows such as Popstars: The Rivals. But all the key elements were there – right down to the early “voting out” of Michelle Stephenson – providing a fascinating and at times voyeuristic insight into the making of a pop group.

Not bad going then for a 23-year-old kid with hardly any management experience, and if it was possible to patent an idea, Herbert would be an even richer man than he already is. Indeed there was a supreme irony in the fact that when he was managing Hear’say, the group was required to pay a percentage of their royalties to Screentime, the Australian company which owned the Popstars TV format. Thus Herbert was in effect paying somebody else for the use of an idea which he had thought up himself all those years before with the Spice Girls.

So it was Chris Herbert, perhaps more than any other individual in the Nineties, who was responsible for opening the Pandora’s box from which emerged the subsequent swarm of manufactured pop groups and reality TV shows which both sparked and fed off the massmarketed cult of celebrity worship. A clever and successful man, if not a notably deep thinker, Herbert was mildly baffled when I asked him if he thought the changes that he had been in large part responsible for introducing had been good for the industry in the long run.

“Uhmmmmmmmm … Yes. No. I think, uh, yeah … I do. I think it was very, very healthy for pop music for a period of time. All trends go in cycles and we’ve moved away from that trend in pop music. But for a period it sustained … a period, sort of thing.”

If Herbert’s experience with Hear’say was anything to go by, one effect of the boom in manufactured groups was to accelerate the life cycle of a pop act in the 21st century to the point where it resembled the fleeting existence of a butterfly. The members of Hear’say, who had been hand-picked in front of the cameras from a starting total of 3,000 applicants, became instant national celebrities as a huge TV audience shared the agony and ecstasy of the audition process over a period of months. Thus, when the group’s debut single, ‘Pure And Simple’, was released in March 2001, it became the fastest-selling record in Britain of all time. Their album, Popstars, released the following month, outsold The Beatles compilation 1 – for a while. In a clear echo of the merchandising initiatives of the Spice Girls before them, a range of Hear’say dolls were put on the market.

And then as fast as it began, it was over. A second album, Everybody, released in December the same year, climbed no higher than number 24 in the chart. By October 2002, the band had formally split up. Without the TV series what other reason was there for them to continue? Their appeal certainly had nothing to do with music. Even a year later it was beyond most people’s ability to remember with any great clarity who Hear’say even were.

Herbert pressed on, in his unshakeably upbeat way, managing the solo careers of Abs (Richard Breen) from Five and Kym Marsh from Hear’say, while knocking together another numerically named boy band called Triple Eight. According to their record company, they were going to “break the mould with their raw, edgy, energised, tough, punchy pop” when they released their debut single, ‘Knockout’, in April 2003.

“If you look back in history,” Herbert said, “there have always been boy bands and girl bands, and there always will be. They take various forms, but whether it’s The Supremes or The Monkees, it doesn’t matter. Provided it’s different enough or it shakes things up enough then it’s worth doing.”

He might also have mentioned that to really make it worth doing, you’ve also got to get hold of some memorable songs.
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