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To all who have Dreamed a Dream…

Thanks to Richard Rogers for his help in researching this book.
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PROLOGUE

The middle-aged woman took a dozen steps onto the stage. Her walk was a combination of nervous hesitancy and dogged determination. At one point her left hand rested briefly on her hip as she entered the spotlight, a gesture both ultra-feminine in its delicacy yet somehow gauche and inappropriate.

She wore a lace dress in a colour best described as ‘dirty gold’, reminiscent in appearance, and to a certain degree shape, of the tablecloths used for afternoon tea in bygone days when front rooms were reserved for ‘best’. Around her waist was a large bow of the type found on cut-price chocolate boxes in discount stores on the wrong side of town.

The woman was short, stocky and overweight, creating an image that was soon to be compared to ‘a piece of pork sitting on a doily’. Her face was square and her muddy-brown hair, unkempt, untidy and seemingly unbrushed, was flecked with an overgenerous sprinkling of grey.

Her stockings were dark; her shoes were light. On her right arm she wore a cheap watch, its cumbersome face worn on the underside of the wrist, and in her right hand she clutched a large microphone, carrying it in an almost belligerent manner, as if it were a weapon that she would not hesitate to use in self-defence.

The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines ‘frump’ as a noun meaning ‘old-fashioned, dowdily dressed woman.’ As she came to a halt in the centre of the stage, the small figure seemed to become a walking definition of the word: a person who had the air of one who seemed not just old before her time but one who had been born middle-aged. Just by looking at her one could see a sad, working-class, ageing ‘wannabe’ with ideas and ambitions so above her station that they would be comical if they were not so sadly delusional. It was obvious that she had been dealt a loser’s hand in life and only a mixture of pity and embarrassment prevented the 3,000-strong audience at the Scottish Exhibition and Conference Centre from laughing out loud. There was an uncomfortable atmosphere – a gleeful sense of impending disaster mixed with the voyeuristic thrill of anticipating another human being’s embarrassment. Many in the theatre shifted uncomfortably in their seats and glanced sideways in a knowing manner at their friends; their only decisions would be whether to laugh out loud or silently, and whether to watch unblinkingly or through their fingers to minimise the impact. It was like standing on a stormy promenade looking out to sea where the waves were about to engulf a helpless swimmer. Too terrible to watch; too engrossing to turn away.

Around the woman’s neck was a thin necklace and just below that was a label with the digits 43212 just visible. Alongside them on the tag were the words ‘Britain’s Got Talent’.

In between the woman and that anticipatory audience was a desk so large it should have belonged to a James Bond villain, behind which sat three judges: two men and a woman, a triumvirate of modern-day Caesars who would signal whether the gladiators in front of them should live or die.

The man with the cropped dark hair at the end of the panel scratched the end of his nose, played absent mindedly with his pen and looked at the fact-sheet in front of him. He was businesslike as he asked, ‘All right, what’s your name darling?’ It was said with an air not quite of boredom but with a sense that he wanted this to be over with – and over with quickly, too. There would be, after all, no sense in prolonging the agony.

‘My name is Susan Boyle,’ came the answer, delivered in an unmistakably Scottish accent, sharp and clear. Her casually dressed interrogator, leaning dismissively back in his chair, was Simon Cowell. He just happened to be the most powerful man in British showbusiness, a multi-millionaire with an ever-expanding empire. His image was that of a man who didn’t take kindly to fools and who could be caustically dismissive of those acts he didn’t rate. No platitudes, no euphemisms – no prisoners.

Alongside him sat the actress Amanda Holden. A well-known figure on British television, her role as one of the judges of the talent show – and her frequently emotional responses to the performances and life stories of the acts she saw and heard – had elevated her to another level of fame.

And completing the trio was the Piers Morgan, a former Fleet Street editor whose meteoric newspaper career was marked by controversy and who had gone on to brilliantly reinvent himself as a television personality.

All were to play a role in the events that lay ahead, but on that day in January 2009, none of them could have predicted what was about to happen. Cowell continued the questioning in a manner which seemed to indicate that he was going to be as civilised and professional as he needed to be to get the whole business over with.

‘Okay, Susan, where are you from?’ he asked. ‘I am from Blackburn near Bathgate, West Lothian,’ she replied. So far so good. But things were going to get tricky.

‘And it’s a big town?’ Cowell continued. Susan Boyle wasn’t exactly stumped by the question, but she was in no rush to respond, perhaps understandably nervous in view of the watching thousands in the auditorium and the television cameras following her every move.

‘It’s a collection of … it’s a collection of … er…’ she began, and then she paused as if she didn’t know the answer, struggling to get clear in her mind what the answer was, ‘…a collection of villages.’ Then she added unnecessarily, ‘I had to think there.’

Perhaps she was tired. After all, she had taken six different buses to get from her home to the theatre.

‘And how old are you, Susan?’ Cowell asked.

‘I am 47,’ came the answer.

Cowell, at the time 49 himself, rolled his eyes. A mixture of laughter and groans could be heard from the audience behind him. A cruel wolf-whistle came from somewhere in the crowd. The people watching in the theatre, and the millions who later saw Susan Boyle’s audition in their homes, must have feared they were watching car-crash television.

Their impression could only have been made worse by what happened next. In the uncomfortable silence that followed the revelation of her age she suddenly interjected: ‘And that’s just one side of me.’ She then put her left hand on her hip and gyrated like a slender teenage lap-dancer. For good measure she thrust her pelvis forwards in a gesture that, on a more conventionally attractive woman, might have been interpreted as provocative but from Susan in her dowdy clothes seemed a mixture of the comic, the grotesque and the downright enough-to-put-anyone-off-their-tea.

She finished with a vigorous nod in Cowell’s direction, as if half to acknowledge his presence and half to head-butt him. Cowell did what any man would do in the circumstances: he blew his cheeks out and ‘moved on.’ He asked what her ‘dream’ was and when she said it was to be a professional singer he said, ‘Why hasn’t it worked out so far, Susan?’

‘I have not been given the chance before, but here’s hoping it will change,’ she replied.

Normality, if not restored, could at least be seen on the horizon again. But it would not last for long because Cowell then asked, ‘Who would you like to be as successful as?’

Susan shrugged her shoulders. ‘Elaine Paige, or somebody like that,’ was the answer she fired back at him. Again there was a murmur around the audience. It would be difficult to find a bigger female star of West End musicals than Elaine Paige. Her list of shows, many of which she starred in, reads like an anthology of British stage hits: Hair, Jesus Christ Superstar, Cats, Chess, Sunset Boulevard and, perhaps most famously, Evita, have guaranteed her place in any theatrical Hall of Fame. And this was who Susan Boyle wanted to be like?

Piers Morgan interjected: ‘What are you going to sing tonight?’ and got the response, ‘I am going to sing “I Dreamed a Dream” from Les Misérables.’ Cowell could be heard to mutter forebodingly ‘OK. Big song.’

Big song, indeed. Some of the many artists who have covered the testing, ultra-dramatic number include Neil Diamond, David Essex, Aretha Franklin, Michael Ball, Martine McCutcheon, Ruthie Henshall and Elaine Paige herself. Now it was Susan Boyle’s turn.

She gave a sign towards the show’s hosts in the wings, Anthony McPartlin and Declan Donnelly – Ant and Dec – that she was ready to begin.

As the opening bars of the music were played, Morgan seemed, quite understandably, to be battling to hold back laughter, Holden looked pensive and Cowell intense. Three thousand people behind them prepared for the worst.

Then Susan Boyle opened her mouth and began to sing.

She hadn’t even finished the first verse before the cheering began. Cowell’s eyebrows soared upwards in surprise, Holden’s mouth dropped downwards in shock and Morgan was at last able to laugh, but this time from sheer pleasure.

Two minutes twenty-five seconds after she began singing, Susan Boyle ended her song to tumultuous applause. It had been pandemonium throughout, a mixture of incredulity and delight. The audience had leapt to their feet several times, like a football crowd. Holden and Morgan, too, stood and applauded. She could have sung only half the song and the reaction would have been the same. She had been magical from the first few notes.

The dowdy woman with the eyebrows that seemed to meet in the middle, the middle-aged spinster who had ‘never been kissed’ and who lived alone with her cat Pebbles was on her way to stardom. Soon she was to become ‘SuBo’, one of the most famous women in the world.

She would be lauded by the rich and famous and become an internet phenomenon within a few days of the broadcasting of the show in the spring. But Susan Boyle would also see the dark side of fame, the pressure and the torment it can exert on people.

She would also be the catalyst that caused many question to themselves, their prejudices, their precon ceptions about what we expect from the famous in the ‘Age of the Celebrity’; how we want them to look, speak, behave, live their lives. Why should we be so surprised that such talent could arrive in such an unlikely form at such an unfashionable, mature age? It wasn’t to be just a case of wondering what Susan Boyle was like, but also what the judgmental reaction to her appearance and demeanour said about us.

All this and more was to follow in the mayhem that became her life as she went from mundane obscurity to worldwide fame in days.

How had all of this happened? What had her life been up until those eventful few minutes centre-stage in Glasgow? And what did the future hold for ‘The Hairy Angel’ who had dared to ‘Dream a Dream’?



CHAPTER ONE

DREAMING
THE DREAM

When she was a little girl Susan Boyle would be asked the question all small children hear throughout their early years: ‘When is your birthday?’ She would reply: ‘I was born on April 1st.’ And before anyone could say anything she’d add, as quick as a flash, ‘I’m an April Fool!’

Almost half a century later that impish sense of humour, mixed with an ability to happily be the self-imposed target of a jest, would captivate the world. That and a voice that could bring grown men and women to tears.

In the intervening years Susan Boyle suffered abuse, insults and rejection. She had, in her own famous words – whether said tongue-in-cheek or not is somehow irrelevant – ‘never been kissed.’ And all the time she wished she could be something else; that she could inhabit a world different from the mundane one that circumstances had deemed she was a prisoner in. In that she was like millions the world over. The difference was that Susan Boyle was going to make it happen. And, whether knowingly or not, she was going to make it happen not just for herself but on behalf of those countless men and women all over the world who, every day of their lives, think to themselves, ‘If only…’

Susan Magdalene Boyle was born at the small Bangour Hospital, near Broxburn, 14 miles to the west of Edinburgh. The now-closed hospital was built before the First World War and designed in the popular style of the day for asylums, its original purpose being the care of psychiatric patients. Called into action in both wars to care for the wounded, it subsequently became a general hospital for the people of the area and Susan was born there on 1 April 1961. Her mother, Bridget, was a shorthand typist before she had her children; her father, Patrick, who sang in working-men’s clubs in the area, had been in the Royal Engineers during the Second World War and worked as a storeman for British Leyland in nearby Bathgate. The closure of the Leyland plant in the mid-80s hit the area – originally a cotton-manufacturing centre and then a coal producing area – hard.

Susan was to say that it was from her father that the family inherited their singing voices. Bridget and Patrick had known each other at school and been together since they were 20. Susan’s was not an easy birth. Her mother Bridget was in her mid-40s and Susan suffered from a lack of oxygen that was to result in learning difficulties she had to cope with all her life. As she was to recall years later: ‘When I was a baby they didn’t really give me much scope. They told my parents not to expect too much of me and just to play things purely by ear because I had a slight disability. My faith got me through that. You never give up on anything really; you never give up on yourself and the people around you.’

She was the youngest of nine children in a large Catholic family: Gerard, known to all as Gerry, James, John, Kathleen, Joe, Bridie, Mary, and Patricia, who sadly died from cot death.

Home for Susan and the rest of her family was a four-bedroom council house in Blackburn, about five miles away from where she was born. So what was Blackburn, with a population of about 5,000 where she was to spend her entire life, like?

When the frenzy over Susan was at its peak in 2009, there was a rumour that she would be a contestant in a forthcoming series of I’m a Celebrity, Get Me Out of Here!, the television show in which a host of fairly recognisable, or almost-recognisable, celebs are left alone in the jungle to fend for themselves. In the rain and dark they have to perform a series of revolting tasks in order to earn enough food to eat. The sanitary arrangements are primitive, the living conditions Spartan at best, disgusting at worst.

The suggestion that she might be in the programme prompted the Scottish comedian Frankie Boyle to remark: ‘She’ll sleep in a hammock above dirt teeming with spiders and snakes. How will she be able to return to Blackburn after that kind of luxury?’

Unkind no doubt, but Blackburn, although described by Susan as a ‘village’ is no idyllic Brigadoon. Bridget and Patrick and their eight children lived in a cramped postwar end of terrace in Yule Terrace – the family moved there shortly before Susan was born – although there was more room as her elder siblings gradually left home.

School for Susan was St Mary’s Primary and later the senior school of St Kentigern’s. School days have famously been called ‘the happiest days of your life’ and for some they might be, but for many others they are far from joyous. True, some children enjoy their time in the classroom; others merely endure it. Susan was to recall, ‘I was born with a disability and that made me a target for bullies. I was called names because of my fuzzy hair and because I struggled in class. I told the teachers but, because it was more verbal than physical, I could never prove anything. But words often hurt more than cuts and bruises and the scars are still there.

‘The majority of my childhood was quite happy until I started getting bullied at school. They used to knock me about a bit and try and make me cry. There’s nothing worse than another person having power over you by bullying you. I didn’t think I could trust anybody and it made me a bit of a sitting target.’

She went on to say that by the time she got to secondary school she wasn’t sure who was her friend or her enemy. ‘I didn’t make friends very easily – I did try and speak to people, but they made fun of me. I often felt pushed aside. I was often left behind at school because of one thing or another. I was a slow learner. I’m just a wee bit slower at picking things up than other people are. So you get left behind in a system that just wants to rush on, you know? That was what I felt was happening to me… I don’t think the resources were there for me back then at school.

‘Teachers have more specialised training now. There was discipline for the sake of discipline back then and I would get the belt every day. “Will you shut up, Susan!” Whack!’

Even at an early age Susan had a beautiful voice and when she sang at a family wedding at the age of ten she enthralled the guests. She was a musical child and, at the age of 12, her mother placed her in the choir of her local Catholic church. She sang in musicals at school too, as well as continually singing at home, especially at New Year or family celebrations. She would stand in front of the mirror holding a hairbrush as though it were a microphone and sing along to Donny Osmond – ‘Puppy Love’ was her favourite – or the musical Grease. Later she showed a liking for the music of Andrew Lloyd Webber, especially those sung by one of the finest interpreters of his songs – Elaine Paige. Susan would sing in the shower. She’d sing anywhere.

Her favourite childhood memories to this day are of her family. ‘Special moments in my childhood include when I used to go to the Ireland with my mum and dad on holiday. I went to Ireland first of all when I was six and I visited a woman called Mrs Docherty in Dungarvan House in a place called Portrush. I always remember that place because I would always go down to the seaside, everybody would be looking for me, but I was up to my backside in sand.’

When she was 18, Susan took her one and only job, as a trainee cook in the kitchens of West Lothian College. It was a six-month contract and then it stopped. After that, she did voluntary work helping the elderly while being financially supported by her parents. She did not move out of the family home, and she did not go out on dates.

‘I always sang, but it was just something I did for pleasure,’ she says. ‘I was needed at home most of the time anyway.’ On occasions Susan went to the theatre to hear professional singers. She first heard ‘I Dreamed A Dream’ at a production of Les Misérables at the Playhouse in Edinburgh. ‘It took my breath away. It was amazing.’ She was singing in public, too – after a fashion. Shaky, grainy footage of several of those ‘performances’ was to emerge once she was a star. There would be stills from them in newspapers and magazines and they too would take their place on the internet for her growing number of admirers to watch.

In 1984 Susan appeared behind the microphone at Motherwell FC’s Fir Park Social Club in a singing contest between locals and visitors from the Coventry Tam O’Shanter Club after one of the visitors dropped out. A pretty, slender Susan, sporting a typical 1980s perm, sang note-perfect versions of ‘I Don’t Know How To Love Him’ from Jesus Christ Superstar and Barbra Streisand’s ‘The Way We Were’.

One of the audience that evening was to recall after Susan became famous: ‘I can remember that she was a shy young girl but also very attractive back then – she turned a few heads when she came into the club. She was not even supposed to be singing but agreed to perform for the Tam O’Shanter team because someone had dropped out.

‘Even back then, I don’t think anyone expected too much from her because she was so shy, but when she began singing people took notice. I watched Susan on Britain’s Got Talent but didn’t recognise her as the girl from my video until a relation called and asked if I still had the tape. It’s great Susan is finally getting some recognition. She is a great singer and it seems right that at some point she would get the credit she deserved.’

In 1995 Susan went to Braehead Shopping Centre in Glasgow to audition for My Kind of People, a popular ITV talent show presented by Michael Barrymore, then at the height of his fame and popularity. Susan, her hair short by now and wearing a sober coat, bravely sang ‘I Don’t Know How to Love Him’ as Barrymore pulled faces behind her back and at one stage lay on the ground pretending to look up her skirt. He ended by throwing his arms around her and giving her a mock embrace.

‘I was too nervous,’ she said. ‘I was shaking so much I could hardly sing. I got through it, but I never made it onto television. I just wasn’t ready.’

That wasn’t her only failure. She entered a local talent competition a number of times from 1997 but never won the £5,000 prize. Robert Norris, who organised the Fauldhouse Miners Welfare Club competition, said, ‘Susan was a very, very shy person, but when that voice came out she was absolutely wonderful. She always came to the competition on her own – I think her brother would drop her off. Susan could sing any song from any musical, it was effortless. I remember when she performed ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow’ and you could have heard a pin drop. She didn’t ever win, but the talent there was of a very high standard.’

In 1999 she sang the classic sad ballad ‘Cry Me A River’ for a charity CD recorded by the local community to celebrate the Millennium. Only 1,000 copies of the disc were made and, a decade later, they were to become collector’s items. The song remained one of her favourites and she recorded it again once she was famous.

Two years later she appeared in the West Lothian Showcase talent competition final at the Deans Community High School in Livingston. She was presented with a certificate – along with around 15 other finalists – for her troubles after performing ‘What I Did For Love’ from the Broadway hit musical A Chorus Line.

Other finalists in the event organised by the West Lothian Voluntary Arts Council included a ten-year-old trumpet player and a girl singer aged 12. The audience paid £3 each to watch. There were other appearances, and other failures.

In 2001 she appeared at Linlithgow Rose Social Club, with its 70s-style decor visually reminiscent of the hit comedy series Phoenix Nights. One of the audience filmed the evening, and again it turned into an internet hit when it came to light years later. Wearing a long, sequined dress she bumped into a table of drinkers as she moved towards the microphone. In front of an audience of fewer than 200 people she sang ‘Whistle Down The Wind’ from the musical of the same name, another Andrew Lloyd Webber song, followed by ‘I Don’t Know How To Love Him’ from Jesus Christ Superstar. Standing virtually stationary she then gave her version of the Jennifer Rush ballad ‘The Power Of Love’, accompanied by an amateur keyboard player. Once finished she pulled a funny face and hurried off stage.

There was tragedy too around this time in her life. Susan’s sister Kathleen died from an asthma attack and her father also passed away, both within a relatively short space of time, leaving Susan living alone with her mother.

Susan carried on along with the karaoke machine at local pubs and bars. On Friday nights she’d sing at the Happy Valley Hotel, while on Sundays she’d go down the road to Moran’s Turf Bar. Customers recalled how she would sit drinking lemonade and eating a packet of crisps. ‘We have the karaoke here just to cheer everyone up. She’d pop in and no one really paid her much attention, and if she wasn’t in the mood, she’d just walk out. She’s a Blackburn bairn through and through, keeps herself to herself and she does what she wants,’ said one. The day after Susan took the world by storm on Britain’s Got Talent, she went to Moran’s and, to the astonishment of the crowd that Sunday got up on the tiny stage in the corner and sang ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow’. She also got a standing ovation at church that Easter and had to sign autographs on the way in.

For several years she took singing lessons from a local voice coach, Fred O’Neil, who said, ‘As a singer she always had a lovely, calm, beautiful rounded voice. It is a very good instrument.’

But there was further heartache ahead.



In 2007, her beloved mother Bridget, whom Susan had cared for devotedly in her later years, died aged 91, leaving Susan alone with just her eight-year-old cat Pebbles for company in the pebble-dashed council house.

Susan carried on with her life, collecting just under £130 a week in various benefits and spending her time watching television and reading. She was a volunteer at Our Lady of Lourdes church in Whitburn, visiting the elderly, but her mother’s death cast a giant shadow. She had already considered stopping singing, and for two years after Bridget’s death she did not sing at all.

Much of her shopping was done at the Mill Centre in Blackburn. She regularly went to David Stein Butchers or into the Mill Café for a snack. If she fancied going further afield she would catch the No. 8 bus into Bathgate, two miles away, and have a £5.60 fish supper – her favourite meal – at Valentes takeaway. Sometimes she would have her hair styled at Val’s hairdressers. She still received some abuse as she walked around the town, with youngsters calling her ‘Susie Simple’ – or worse.

But all this was to change and shortly Susan Boyle, middle-aged Scots spinster, would become SuBo, a true superstar. And a large part of that transformation was due to her late mother Bridget.

‘She was the one who said I should enter Britain’s Got Talent. We used to watch it together. She thought I would win. But after she died I didn’t feel like singing. I wasn’t up to it. Before that I sang in church choirs and I sang karaoke in the local pubs almost every week,’ she said.

Susan later described the events of that BGT audition day in January 2009 – three months ahead of transmission – including all the preliminaries leading up to her appearance in front of the three judges who were to decide her fate. It gives a fascinating insight into her frame of mind and her attitude to the challenge that lay ahead of her.

‘I’d seen the show on television, like everyone. And I had promised my mum just before she died that I would do something with my life. So I applied for it. Filled out the application form, went through the preliminaries, went before the panel and then was lucky enough to be picked by them, too.

‘The panel asked what you’d done in the past and what kind of act you had, and if you had a stage name! I just thought, well, my own name will do, won’t it? I didn’t know whether I needed a stage name or not. Was it enough to just put my own name down?’

She went on to describe why she will never forget audition day, 21 January. ‘A lot of people dream about being on television, about making records, about entertaining people. You chance your arm and see how far you can get. But to be honest I never thought for a minute that I would get this far.

‘The audition was at the Scottish Exhibition and Conference Centre. I could see the place, but I kept on taking the wrong bus. I must have changed buses about six times to get to the place and I could see it all the time. I got there hours early and sat in the holding room watching everybody do their audition one by one. Everybody kept saying to me, “Are you sure you should be at this audition?” I saw dance groups come and go, men with spoons, dogs.’

Susan described her performance of ‘I Dreamed A Dream’ and her dialogue with Simon Cowell, Piers Morgan and Amanda Holden – the images that millions were later to see – but she also revealed: ‘My original intention was to go on in a football strip, a Celtic strip, just to get the attention. But my family told me they’d completely disown me if I did.’ Luckily, perhaps, she decided not to.

‘By the time I’d finished my audition I’d missed my last bus home so one of the runners got me a taxi. I was on a real high. It was like Celtic winning the cup. I’d seen a production of Les Misérables in Edinburgh, at the Playhouse, and I liked the mother figure. It was after my mother died that I’d seen the show and I loved the song and what it meant. I’d sort of regressed after she’d died, if you like. It was life-changing not having her to depend on so much. I had to learn to do things for myself. This was a promise that I’d made to my mum, that I’d do something with my singing. She was the reason I pursued my singing. She was the reason I became a member of choirs and sang in wee clubs. Just to see what I could do. She had a good belief that I could do it. She was a good woman. We’d seen a soloist singing on the TV just before she passed and I said, “Is that what you want me to do, Mum?” and she said, “Yes.” I said, “Are you serious?” and she said, “Of course I am.”’ So Susan decided to do something about it.

‘My confidence was pretty down at that time. A good way of levelling it out, I found, was to tell myself that even though she’s not here physically, mentally and spiritually she is. That’s what keeps you going. I have my faith, which is the backbone of who I am, really.’




CHAPTER TWO

THE DAY THAT
CHANGED HER LIFE

Friday, 10 April 2009 was the day before the storm. The pre-recorded Britain’s Got Talent was to be transmitted the next evening at 7.45 on ITV1 and already the newspapers were beginning to read the runes. ‘Something’ was about to happen. No one, however, could predict exactly what it was to be, the magnitude of what was to follow. How could they? How could anyone be prepared for the explosion that was to take place?

A smattering of small, fairly discreet, newspaper stories emerged that Friday which gave a slight but, understandably, totally underplayed hint of what was about to take place.

The sedate Daily Telegraph wrote: ‘A 48-year-old church volunteer who admits to having never been kissed is tipped to be the next winner of Britain’s Got Talent. Susan Boyle, from Bathgate, West Lothian, astonished the judges on the ITV1 show with her rendition of ‘I Dreamed A Dream’ from Les Misérables. Simon Cowell said her voice was “extraordinary”, inviting comparisons with Paul Potts, who won the show in 2007.’

The Times media correspondent wrote: ‘Two years ago it was Paul Potts, the snaggle-toothed Welsh mobile phone salesman, who was propelled to international stardom by Britain’s Got Talent, the ITV entertainment show. But the programme’s producers believe that they have found an even more unlikely global singing success among this year’s contestants, in the form of a reclusive 48-year-old woman from a small Scottish village, who lives alone with her cat, Pebbles. Viewers of the first episode of the show’s new series, tomorrow at 7.45pm, will see Susan Boyle impress the usually caustic Simon Cowell, one of the programme’s three judges, into silence. In 2007 Potts became one of the world’s most unexpected singing successes after winning the show’s £100,000 prize and the chance to perform for the Queen at the Royal Variety Performance.’

The Times’ writer continued by telling of Susan’s dialogue with Ant and Dec and then the thunderstruck reactions of the judges, noting: ‘the stage is set for Ms Boyle, unemployed, from West Lothian, to follow the same path as Potts.’

Potts’s album, One Chance, had sold more than four million copies, and it had topped the charts in 14 countries by that spring weekend in 2009. The comparison with Potts was to be continually made in the days that followed. And why not? No one could better that, could they?

Andrew Llinares, executive producer of TalkbackThames, the programme’s maker, was quoted as saying: ‘She was a complete revelation. Everyone was cynical about her. She’s a woman who’s grown up in a tiny little village and has never got married. I think the expectation was that she wasn’t going to be any good. But that’s what’s sensational about the show. No one saw it coming.’

The Sun too recognised that there was a feeling in the air and again drew comparisons with opera-singing Potts and his rise to fame. The newspaper also wrote the first of what would turn out to be hundreds of thousands of words about Susan under the typically punchy headline: ‘PAULA POTTS…Susan, a virgin at 48, is tipped to follow a Winner.’

The article began: ‘Britain’s Got Talent has unearthed a female rival to opera-star winner Paul Potts – a 48-yearold Scottish VIRGIN. Susan Boyle – who admits she has “never been kissed” – is already being dubbed Paula Potts after her incredible audition. The West Lothian singleton wows judges Simon Cowell, Amanda Holden and Piers Morgan tomorrow night with her version of “I Dreamed a Dream” from the musical Les Misérables. She even gets a standing ovation just seconds into the song as Simon sits there open-mouthed. But the judges are at first just as uninterested as when former Carphone Warehouse salesman Paul walked on stage back in 2007.’

The Daily Mirror and its Scottish-based stable-mate the Daily Record agreed, along with reference to her unique hairstyle. ‘Jobless Scot Susan Boyle won over the Britain’s Got Talent judges by proving herself as a surprise singing sensation,’ said the Scots’ newspaper, and its English counterpart noted she had the ‘voice of an angel… sadly coupled with hair of a shaggy dog.’ It explained to its unknowing readers that ‘she has a soaring, beautiful voice that could grace a heavenly choir – but self-taught singer Susan Boyle has the hairdo from hell.’

There were, of course, other acts on the show, including a dynamic dance troupe from London called Flawless, and the Daily Star misread the script by giving prominence to several of the other artists ahead of Susan. The paper seemed especially interested in busty housewife Fabia Cerra, 35, a former world disco dance champion, who stripped onstage and who, at one point, lost one of her nipple tassels. The shot was censored by television chiefs for transmission – a large pair of Union Jacks were cleverly and strategically superimposed to hide her, or more likely the audience’s, embarrassment.

There was little that could be done to censor 57-yearold self-styled witch Gwyneth Marichi who ended up cursing the judges, especially Simon Cowell, for their early veto of her efforts.

The Star noted, in a surprisingly prosaic manner: ‘Other acts from the first show tipped to reach the final include father and son act Demetrios Demetriou, 40, and 14-yearold Lagi. The Greek Cypriots fool the judges into thinking they will perform a traditional Greek dance routine. But they become Stavros Flatley and strip off to show their large bellies and do their own hilarious version of Riverdance.’

It added: ‘Cowell tells them: “You are one of my favourite dance acts ever.” And Demetrios jokes: “I think Prince Phillip will love us.”’ Then, almost as an afterthought, the newspaper comments: ‘Another big surprise is Susan Boyle. The drab 48-year-old from West Lothian – who claims she is single, lives with her cat Pebbles and has never been kissed – walks on stage to roars of laughter. She tells the judges she wants to be the new Elaine Paige. But within seconds she silences the giggles. She belts out “I Dreamed A Dream” from the musical Les Misérables and leaves everyone stunned by her amazing voice.’

Well, at least the newspaper got there in the end, although the phrase ‘another big surprise’ undoubtedly falls into the category of understatement of the year.



One of the oldest clichés in showbusiness – and outside of showbiz too – is the expression ‘The Day That Changed My Life.’ Saturday, 11 April was to be that day for Susan Boyle.

Over the breakfast tables that morning, there were more stories about Susan – still a totally unknown quantity to the nation as a whole and to the rest of the world – for the people of Britain to read. Only a tiny minority knew what she was capable of. No one knew the impact she was to have.

With showtime, albeit it pre-recorded showtime, less than 12 hours away, the momentum of the phenomenon that was to become ‘SuBo’ was beginning to increase, helped by the knowledge of the show that some newspapers already had. At a very slow rate, it must be said, the trickle that was to turn into a dam-bursting torrent was beginning.

Susan Boyle, the unknown, unmarried middle-aged woman from the middle of nowhere, was publicly quoted for the first time that day in a Scottish newspaper. ‘I’m very proud of being 48 and never having never been kissed. It’s not that I am not interested in men,’ she said. ‘If Mr Right comes along and it feels right then I’ll get married. Mind you I’m nearly 50 so I may be left on the shelf for good soon. But it’s good manners to wait until you’re asked.’

The article noted that Susan had lived at home with her parents all her life and she also revealed she wanted to win the contest as a tribute to Bridget. Susan said, ‘When I lost my mother I decided I wanted to do Britain’s Got Talent for her. She was a wonderful lady – one in a million. I have four brothers and four sisters, although two have passed away, and I know they are going to back me all the way. I have been truly blessed with the family I have.’

She continued, ‘At the audition I think they thought I wouldn’t be good, but when I started singing the audience all got on their feet, it was fantastic. I’ve just been amazed by the whole thing. I’ve really enjoyed it so far. It’s the best thing that ever happened to me.

‘I’d like to go all the way. I’m doing it for Blackburn, West Lothian and the whole of Scotland.’ And in a comment that looked as though it was slightly more manufactured than impromptu, she added, ‘Hopefully I can show Scotland’s got talent!’

Speaking to a local newspaper she also said one of the things that had driven her on was the success of a singing plumber Andrew Muir, also from West Lothian, on an earlier Britain’s Got Talent.

‘Andrew Muir was fantastic last year and somebody local going on a show like that definitely inspired me to go on. I like Elaine Paige as an artist and try to model myself on her, but it’s all just for fun. I love singing. It keeps me going. It’s quite an accolade what Simon Cowell said and I didn’t really know what to expect. I just went and sang. It would be a dream to have a career in singing and to be on the Royal Variety Performance. I’m very pro-Royal. I’m looking forward to watching the show, although I’ll probably be critical of any mistakes I see, but I’ll take it all in good fun. It’s only entertainment after all.’

Muir returned the compliment when he said, ‘I’ve known Susan for quite a while and sang with her a few times at charity gigs and local talent shows in West Lothian. She’s quite a character and is a really nice woman. I wish her all the best and would tell her to just go for it. There must be something in the water in West Lothian.’

The Sun newspaper even carried an editorial extolling her virtues: ‘Susan Boyle will touch a nation’s heart tonight when she sings on Britain’s Got Talent. Her amazing voice brings the audition audience to its feet in a scene even more breathtaking than the discovery of Paul Potts. It is a feel-good story to warm the hardest of hearts.

‘In these days of rampant consumerism, it is refreshing to find someone so happy with their lot. Susan has never had a boyfriend but says she couldn’t have hoped for a better family life. And, as she says, you should never judge a book by its cover.’

If there was something in the West Lothian water that Andrew Muir mentioned, perhaps it would have been a good idea to bottle it and send it around the country. It is a fact worth remembering that at the time Susan was about to explode into the nation’s consciousness, people in Britain really were in need of something to lift their spirits. Even Simon Cowell, a man who seemed to be on an ever-increasing spiral of success, had picked up on it.

‘I truly believe this is absolutely the right time to air the show,’ he explained. ‘When we filmed the auditions back in January and February, things were very bad in the UK and all doom and gloom, and I did genuinely think, “Should we be doing this?” But then the reactions from the audience proved that we were right to go ahead. They were laughing and screaming and loving it. The atmosphere was great and I thought “Yes. This is exactly what we need.” People need an escape and this is what I’m providing – an excuse to laugh and forget your problems.’

He added, ‘If I thought Britain was broken then I wouldn’t do this show. Don’t write us off. I believe Britain has talent. It’s feel-good, positive stuff. I know young people are often the victims of negative press. But even in the first show you’ll see talented lads called Flawless who rehearse every day to be the best dancers they can be. They’re not on streets causing trouble. This is what the show’s about. It gives youngsters a chance to show what they can do.

‘If you take all the reality talent shows there have been around the world in the past ten years, hand on heart, I think only three big international stars have emerged. They are Paul Potts from Britain’s Got Talent, Kelly Clarkson from American Idol and Leona Lewis from The X Factor. All mine – and I am enormously proud of this fact.’

He went on to explain that the prize wasn’t just performing in front of the Queen at the Royal Variety Show. ‘The winner is likely to make between £250,000 and £500,000 in the first year. And who knows what will happen after that? We change people’s lives.’

Throughout January and February Cowell and his cojudges sat and watched 450 acts at Manchester, Glasgow – when Susan had been one of 40 auditioning – Birmingham, London and Cardiff. In the past, winners of BGT and the The X Factor had had their lives turned around by the success the programmes had bought them, so Cowell was, of course, right when he said the show ‘changed people’s lives’.

But no one’s life had been changed to the extent that Susan Boyle was about to experience.

Those early newspaper stories had put across the initial message that there was going to be an act with a difference on the show. But they could not even begin to illustrate the impact that the transmission of the show would shortly have.

There truly had never been anyone like Susan Boyle before…nor anything like the ‘SuBo Mania’ that was to come.
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