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Prologue

 

Picture the scene. It’s a cold and wet November in 1993 and two young men are stood in the cramped and smoky manager’s office of Tokyo Joe’s, a nightclub in Preston. It’s six o’clock in the evening, and they each take a pair of extremely baggy jeans and an ill-fitting Day-glo shirt out of their Head sports bag.

They make their way towards the dancefloor, where a grumpy and overweight DJ is introducing them as the star attraction at the Tuesday-afternoon under-18s disco. Hidden behind the DJ booth, the young men take a quick peek at their audience. It’s predominantly made up of thirteen-year-old schoolgirls, some of whom have dragged their boyfriends along. The intrepid performers step out on to a sticky dancefloor and spend the next three and a half minutes miming to their one and only single, while dancing as best they can in shirts and jeans made for men twice their size. For the entire performance, the assembled schoolgirls let out ear-splitting screams, while their boyfriends offer a slightly different response: they hurl ice cubes and ashtrays – and, when they’ve run out of them, start spitting at the two young men.

 

Exhausted from the effort of dodging such missiles while lip-synching, the two retreat to the manager’s office to get changed. One of them turns to the other, and says,

‘
Why the hell do we do these things?
’

 

‘Look on the bright side,’ the other one replies. ‘It’s one for the book.’

Well, those two young men were us – Ant and Dec.

And this is that book.

Before we go any further, we should explain one thing: when you see words in italics, that’s me, Ant.

 

And when you see them in bold, that’s me, Dec.

So that’s Ant – italics.

 

And Dec – bold.

Got it? Good.

This year, 2009, is the twentieth year the two of us have spent working together and, for the last two decades, whenever something embarrassing happens, whenever something we’re proud of happens, whenever something pinch-yourself-unbelievable happens, we turn to each other and say, ‘One for the book.’

 

Whether it was attempting to do the Junior Great North Run in Newcastle dressed as Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, swinging punches at each other in a Torremolinos hotel lift, trying to talk our way out of singing a cappella in Indonesia, chastising John Lydon in the middle of an Australian rainforest, or pretending not to be drunk in front of Victoria Beckham and Eva Longoria, sometimes it seems like we’ve been saying ‘One for the book’ on a daily basis. In fact, we realized we’d said it so much, it was about time we actually wrote that book – so here it is.

Chapter 1

 

I lay on the sofa, and I just kept thinking the same thing:

‘It could have been me.

It should have been me.

I should have been the
Geordie Racer.
’

What am I talking about? Well, picture, if you will, a little fella called Declan Donnelly. You’re thinking about how I look
now
, aren’t you? But I mean a smaller Declan Donnelly. Nope, smaller than that. That’s better. Think of a child who was desperate to be an actor. Well, in 1987, that was me, and that was when I went for my very first audition – for a children’s drama called
Geordie Racer.
It was part of the BBC schools programme
Look and Read
, which, as those of you who grew up in the eighties will recall, featured a strange floating figure called Wordy. If you didn’t grow up in the eighties, you’ll have no idea what I’m talking about – look it up on the internet. Not now though, you’ve only just started the book – honestly, what’s the matter with you?

The hero of
Geordie Racer
was Spuggy Hilton. Apparently, ‘Spuggy’ is short for ‘sparrow’, and young Spuggy kept pigeons. I know, sparrows, pigeons, it’s not exactly
The Bourne Ultimatum
, but what can I say? It was the eighties – a time when stories were basic, tastes were simple and pigeons were at the heart of an entire drama.

At the audition, I got down to the last two, which meant the
Geordie Racer
would be me, or… someone else. Then I got the phone call every actor dreads – the phone call telling me the other lad had got the part. I can’t remember his name now, I never met him, but if he’s reading this, well done for being a better pigeon-fancier than me.

Not getting
Geordie Racer
broke my little heart, I don’t mind telling you. I cried for days – yes, days. You know what actors are like – and if you don’t, let me tell you: neurotic, insecure and self-obsessed. In short, I was born for it.

Although, looking back, I think it was destiny I didn’t get the part of the kid who kept pigeons.

Yeah, because every actor should experience rejection.

 

No, because I’m terrified of birds – I don’t know what I was thinking; to this day I still can’t go near the ostriches during the Bushtucker Trials on
I’m a Celebrity… Get Me out of Here!
God knows how I would have managed to spend days on end surrounded by pigeons as a mere child.

After that crushing rejection, I made a momentous decision: that was it – I was going to retire from acting. I was eleven.

Then, something happened, something that changed my mind and enticed me back into the world of showbusiness. I got a letter. As you can imagine, it was exciting enough just to get a letter at that age – no one really writes to kids, after all. And this was no ordinary letter; it was from Sue Weeks, the producer of
Geordie Racer.
She wrote that, even though I hadn’t got the part, she thought I had something, that I could make it as an actor and that I should stick at it. She said I should try again if another part came up. That letter made a huge difference, someone had shown faith in me, and I made my second momentous decision: I was coming out of retirement. I was still eleven.

He may have been sensitive enough to have his heart broken by rejection, but Dec’s story fails to mention one thing – he’s a complete and utter show-off, and always has been, which is why he was desperate to have the part. When it came to performing, I, on the other hand, wasn’t always so keen, and that’s because I like to think I’m a much more balanced individual. I’m probably not, but I like to think I am. Don’t get me wrong, I still performed as a child and, by the age of eleven, I had a complete set of impressions and jokes that went down a storm with the whole audience… of my mates… in the playground. Despite that, when it came to
showing off in front of people I’d never met, things weren’t so easy. I was a bit like an old car – I needed a bit of a push to get going.

That push came from my drama teacher, Lynne Spencer. Obviously she was Mrs Spencer at the time, but you can use teachers’ first names once you’ve left school, can’t you?

I used to love drama lessons, and Lynne constantly encouraged me, praised me, and then put me up for an audition without telling me. It was my first ever audition, and I beat one other kid to get the part.

 

I knew it –
you
were the
Geordie Racer…

No, I wasn’t the
Geordie Racer.

My audition was for the BBC kids’ show
Why Don’t You?,
although I don’t think Lynne actually said, ‘Why Don’t You… audition for…
Why Don’t You?’
That would’ve been silly and confusing. The producers went round schools all over Newcastle looking for kids to cast over the summer holidays, and so, when they arrived at my school, Rutherford Comprehensive, I decided to go for it. Or, to be more precise, Lynne decided I should go for it. As I stepped on to the stage in the assembly hall, I felt nervous, but at the same time I thought it was just a bit of a laugh, it wasn’t going to lead to anything. Plus, there were other people on the stage, so it wasn’t like everyone was looking at just me.

For the audition, we had to improvise a scene for the producers, and the theme they gave us was transport.

Reading this, you’re probably thinking, ‘Transport, eh? I wonder what the young Ant McPartlin did with that – was he the captain of a ship, perhaps? A racing driver maybe? Or even an airline pilot?

Guess again.

I was a drunk.

What’s a drunk got to do with transport? You might well ask, but that was the genius of my performance: I was a drunk on a bus.

Much to my surprise, I got the part. I’m not sure if the producers were drunk as well, but they gave me the job on
Why Don’t You?,
and suddenly my career was on its way.

Along with the other kids in
Why Don’t You?,
I spent the summer filming on a double-decker bus, although I never once got to pretend to be
drunk on
that
bus, which seemed a shame after my audition. But it was brilliant: I learnt lines, I performed to camera, and I felt like I’d well and truly arrived, which – being on a bus that constantly moved around – I often had.

I was convinced I’d found my calling; I would perform for the rest of my life. Then, one earth-shattering event changed all of that. I went back to school.

On
Why Don’t You?,
I’d often been the butt of the jokes, and had been portrayed as a bit of an idiot, and that didn’t help when I was back in class. The other kids were jealous, and they teased me. A lot. They’d call me a knob, or an idiot, or say they’d ‘seen me acting like a tit on the telly’. To be honest, it put me off the idea of performing. It’s that thing that’s happened to us all at one time or another in our schooldays: you get teased for something – it could be a stupid question you ask a teacher or a pair of trousers you’re wearing – and you grow to hate that thing, it makes you want to make sure you never do it again. Well, that was how I felt about performing. So I stopped going for auditions.

 

Meanwhile, I was doing slightly more low-key gigs although, by this point, it has to be said, I was a hugely experienced performer. I had a CV that included dancing on stage at the Tyneside Irish Centre, singing on stage at the Tyneside Irish Centre and even telling jokes on stage at the Tyneside Irish Centre. I don’t know if I’ve mentioned it, but my parents ran the Tyneside Irish Centre.
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