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Allison Potts, Chairman of the London Ballet Circle, welcomed Drew McOnie and Alastair Postlethwaite, stars of BBC TV’s popular dance competition So you think you can dance a show which had been watched by more than 7 million people each week.
Chairman:  Drew, tell us about your early training.
DM:  My early training started in my local town.  I went to normal, academic school. I started off doing productions when I was quite young and I was fortunate enough to be chosen to appear in a production of The Snowman. 
AP:  The video that plays in the foyer of Sadler’s Wells whenever The Snowman is on is the one Drew was in as a little boy.
DM: It was quite terrifying at the time but I was excited by it too. Other cast members and the director saw that I was really into it and they suggested that I went away to full time (vocational) school.  I auditioned at the Arts Educational School (now called Tring Park).  I forgot all my audition kit and I ended up wearing things my mum bought from a charity shop – a pair of see-through ladies tights and a rugby shirt!  I remember going home and sitting in front of the fire with my family being absolutely silent apart from my dad saying ‘If you get in son, then it was meant to happen.’ We were all wondering just how bad it had gone, with me showing a bit too much of myself!  

Chairman:  Alastair, you also went to Tring Park, having done a year at White Lodge. 
AP:  Yes.  I started dancing when I was four – I was a hyperactive child.  I went to a local dancing school.  I only started dancing because my best friend at the time had started ballet classes.  I auditioned for the Royal Ballet School when I was 10 but I didn’t really have a clue what it was and it didn’t know I would be leaving home if I got in so it was a big shock when my mum packed all my belongings!  Sadly, I only lasted at year at White Lodge.  Then I went to Arts Ed/Tring Park.  I was there until I was 18.
Chairman:  What inspired you to dance in the first place?

DM:  Dance was my escape.  I used to hate tidying up – I still do – and as long ago as nursery I used to believe that I was magic and if I danced around everything would get tidied up.  In my head it all worked because by the time the teacher caught me, everyone else had tidied up for me!  So I was dancing before I really knew what it was.  But I got into dancing because my cousin was into disco dancing – and I also saw a lot of shows and I never really wanted to do anything else. 
AP:  Like Drew, for me dancing was just something I did.  My mum said that, as a kid, whenever my favourite music came on, I would dance around the lounge.  I fell over once and cracked my head open on the fireplace but that still didn’t stop me!  I started to love dancing aged 15 – before that, it was just something I did but at 15 I saw the film of Mikhail Baryshnikov and Cynthia Harvey dancing Don Q and all of a sudden I just wanted to dance. 
Chairman:  Tell us about the process by which you joined White Lodge.

AP:  I used to go to a Saturday morning dance class and my teacher suggested to my parents that I audition for the Royal Ballet School. We didn’t really know what it was. Auditions were held all over the UK and I went along to the one in Manchester.  I passed that one and the next was in London.  It was a scary thought because none of us had been to London.  We drove down and I did the audition and somehow I got in.  It was only after that we did a bit of research and discovered that this was quite a big thing.   

I was very homesick at White Lodge and I used to cry every night.  The first dormitory I was in was called The Crescent and there were 13 boys in there and when the lights were turned out about 9 pm all you could hear at night were 13 boys whimpering - nobody wanted to be seen crying.

Our teacher was very tough on us.  I’ve been back to the school since and it has changed a lot and everyone thinks it great. When I was there, if someone new came in and you didn’t know who they were, you were expected to turn to look at them; open the door for them and bow or curtsey to them – they could have been a deliveryman but you still were expected to do it!   Now, they don’t even look at you!  I think you do need that discipline.  I used to go to school with Rupert Pennefather, now a principal with the Royal Ballet.  We were very naughty boys together.  Rupert and I did the elementary examination together and we both just scraped a pass and now he is doing Romeo!

DM:  My experience at Tring was very different, although this isn’t an endorsement for one school over another.  I had always wanted to go to boarding school.  I’m an only child so when I went away to school it broke my mother’s heart.  I had a magical time at school.  I had wanted to be a dancer since I was 6.  I did my research and found that the thing to do was to go away to boarding school. My dad used to read bedtime stories to me that had been read to him as a child – they were called Jennings and Derbyshire and they were about two young guys who went away to boarding school.  I would go to sleep hearing about the great fun these two guys had at boarding school.  So, when I went away to school, I had all these romantic and naive ideas about what it would be like – so I made it like that.  The boys in my dorm, my guess is that if we had met anywhere else we wouldn’t have been friends, but they helped form me as a person.  We are like brothers now and we still keep in touch.  I was always that kid that others turned to – so it was me who would get woken up in the middle of the night to help the boy who had wet his bed because they knew I was the one who wouldn’t laugh at them.  I was in my element at school because I could dance morning, noon and night.  I made some incredible friends who still support me to this day and I try to support them too.  

Chairman:  At 11 you won a scholarship to go to Tring Park and you had the opportunity to choreograph for the National Youth Ballet.
DM: Before I knew what choreography was, I used to get all my friends to stand around in patterns in the playground; make routines and put on shows.  It didn’t make me very popular with the footballers as we competed for the best space in the playground!  I was also trying to sell tickets which didn’t go down very well with the teachers either!  
The National Youth Ballet Company is an amazing way for young dancers to experience working in a professional environment.  I first went there as a dancer.  
I have always had big ideas and I remember going up to this amazing woman, Jill Tookey, telling her that I had a great idea for a new ballet and asked if I could I take her for a coffee to discuss it.  I was only 15 or 16 at the time but she said ‘OK’.  I had it all worked out.  When I turned up, I had prepared my pitch, I showed her the costume designs which had been drawn up and I had already approached a guy to compose the score and I could see us opening in New York on 4 July!  To her credit, she said ‘OK.  Do it.  I’ll give you £1,000.’   At that point, I could already see the Swarovski crystals on the costumes! The piece turned out to be Monochrome Suite and it was from my serious days.  It was high art, pure neo-classical ballet with white leotards and not at all like my showbiz style now which is more successful.  Then I went on to do The Old Man of Lochnagar.  
AP:  I took part in the choreography competition at White Lodge when I was 11 and my piece did get through to the finals.  It was a piece based on Charlie Chaplin so I had a cane and I dressed up this other boy in my year in a dress and a handbag – you can imagine how pleased he was about that!  I gave another guy from the second year a policeman’s truncheon and we did a comedy sketch.  There wasn’t much ballet in it but it was fun and that’s about as far as my choreography goes!
Chairman:  Drew, while you were working on The Old Man of Lochnagar, Matthew Bourne was your mentor.  Tell us about how that mentoring process worked.

DM: It was an amazing experience for me. I had been very fortunate to get into Matthew’s company, Adventures in Motion Pictures, and my first work had been on Edward Scissorhands in the world premiere.  I went into an incredibly vibrant company of individuals – and that’s why I think that company works so brilliantly.  Matthew’s work is really collaborative and he is an incredible director of dance.  He has an amazing ability to bring out of you something he could never have given you.  He facilitates you to bring out a character or a phrase of movement only you could do and it makes it captivating to watch.  I had always wanted to be a choreographer and I wanted to learn as much as I could from Matthew so when he would ask me what I thought of a particular idea, I was just thrilled he was actually talking to me - never mind asking for my opinion!  I think Matt picked up on the fact that we had a lot of similar interests and I had loads of questions for him.  I think he realised I wanted a lot from life and from my career and was willing to learn.  I went on to do Car Man and Nutcracker! 
As part of our regular talks Matt asked ‘Has Jill Tookey spoken to you?’  I love Jill for the fact that she is absolutely fearless and I thought for a moment she had asked him to choreograph something but Matt went on to explain that an opportunity had come up for the National Youth Ballet Company.  It had been given the rights to put on as a dance piece Prince Charles’s book The Old Man of Lochnagar.  Jill had written to Matt to say that there were five up and coming choreographers who she was considering offering the opportunity to and Jill had asked if Matthew would mentor the successful choreographer through the process.  There were two choreographers from the Royal Ballet and two from the Birmingham Royal Ballet and me.  Matthew had written back to Jill to say he would love to do that as long as it was me!  It was a massive opportunity to do a full length piece. Even though I had never read the book I could already see the costumes!  Matt told me to get the book right away but what I didn’t realise then was that it was going to take two and a half years finally to get the show on the stage.  
I was still touring with Edward Scissorhands at that time.  I would go in and do class and the performance then work on the new piece.  I had to re-write the story to make it work as a theatre piece but got the royal family’s approval for it.  I had underestimated the amount of work I would need to do, like structuring the score, designing the costumes – I had to do everything.  Everyone else on the Scissorhands tour in the US was going to fabulous house parties in LA while I was in my hotel room, in my pyjamas on my computer with bloodshot eyes!
Matthew never once told me what to do.  He would simply ask me questions all the time. He was a brilliant mentor, even after that production as I’m still in close contact with him.  
Chairman:  Alastair, your first professional engagement was with Matthew Bourne.

AP:  I was lucky enough to get my first job before I left school.  Everyone in school hated me for the last few weeks when they found I was leaving to join Matthew Bourne’s Swan Lake.  It is one of the most incredible pieces I have ever seen so to get the chance to perform in it was wonderful. 
We did a UK tour and I was lucky enough to do Swan Lake at the Dominion Theatre in the West End and then we did a European tour and I loved every minute of it.  I wish I had taken more photographs and been out with the company a bit more.  I was very naive at the time.  I was 18 and didn’t always take up the opportunities that were being offered to me – I was too busy playing on my computer!  
Swan Lake comes across differently each time, with each new cast.  Adam Cooper did it in such a different way, even compared to his brother.  I was lucky enough to perform with both Simon and Adam.  I was playing the young prince as well as one of the cygnets.  In the final scene I had to run up this 8ft platform to the window behind the bed and Adam had to lift and hold me up.  At 18 I was just about the same size as I am now and there isn’t much difference in the size of both of us. So there is the poor guy who has been dancing for 2 hours non-stop, having to hold me up and he’s calling me a fat git!  
Chairman:  Drew, your first professional engagement was in Cats.

DM:  I was in the ballet set at Tring but I knew I was never going to be a ballet dancer – I never had the physique for it, especially the feet.  I remember being pushed through my Solo Seal which is a really hard exam, beyond Advanced level.  I had been pushed through with the likes of Tyrone Singleton (now with Birmingham Royal Ballet) and I remember getting the results back and there were lots of really nice comments but I failed.  The final remark was ‘Dancer needs to work on alignment of foot.’  It was very hard to hear that I had failed after all those years of training, just because of the alignment of my foot. It was a wake-up call for me. I realised that, at a push, I might be able to go to a far away country, to a little known ballet company and stand at the back and be poorly paid for the rest of my life or I could go and do what I loved, which was musical theatre.
Auditions came up for Cats, one of my all time favourite shows - although I would never have admitted that at school as it would have been blasphemy! I went for the audition and everybody at school was very cross with me because it meant I left school a year early. When I got offered the contract I thought it was going to be for a UK tour but then I found out it was in Germany.  It was a big decision to go but it was one of the best decisions of my life.  I had had so many people telling me exactly what to do.  When you are in boarding school you are getting your food cooked and your washing done for you.  Suddenly, there I was in Germany, in a studio apartment, not speaking the language and not knowing anybody but it was the first time I could do what I wanted.  

Chairman: Alastair, what happened for you after Swan Lake?

AP:  I joined Scottish Ballet in Glasgow and toured round there a bit.  After that I went over to Japan.  Tetsuya Kumakawa, who had danced for the Royal Ballet, left London in 2001 and took some of the best dancers with him, Michael Nunn, William Trevitt, Matthew Dibble and Stuart Cassidy and started his own company, K Ballet.  I was lucky enough to go to perform with them in just about every big ballet you can think of from Don Q to Swan Lake which all had full orchestras and were in 4000 seat theatres.  
Chairman: Drew, tell us what you did after Cats.

DM:  I was in Cats for a year and then I decided I wanted to work with Matthew Bourne so I sent him seven photographs.  He still takes the mickey out of me now, because not one of the seven photographs had my face in it!  They were all dramatic, dancing shots but he still hadn’t a clue what I looked like.  The one fundamental rule of an audition photograph is to show your face!
I got into a musical Seven Brides for Seven Brothers and had a miserable time - not because of the show but because of where I was in my life at that time. I was offered a role in Matthew’s Swan Lake but only after I had been offered and had accepted the role in Seven Brides for Seven Brothers. I was devastated to the point of walking down the road from Sadler’s Wells crying on the phone to my mother and being very dramatic about having to turn down Swan Lake.  As Alastair said, a role in that show is a one of a young male dancer’s biggest dreams. I started the rehearsals for Seven Brides for Seven Brothers had an awful time and managed to get out of the contract.  I then called Matthew to ask if there was any way I could join Swan Lake and he said ‘No, I’m really sorry - it has already started rehearsals.  However, there is one place in Edward Scissorhands’ so that was how I got into the company. 
After that I went into Car Man which, to this day, is still one of my favourite shows.  After that was The Old Man of Lochnagar and after that I choreographed a short film in my days off from those two things.  Then I went into Matthew’s production of Nutcracker!  That show gave me my first principal role where I played Fritz.  I had such a lot of fun, dancing with some of my idols like Michaela Meazza.  
After that I went into Matt’s production of Dorian Gray. I spent most of my time in underwear with knee length boots on which got me a very different kind of following!  My character name was Desire, so that says it all.  
After that I went into On the Town and after that into Shall we dance with Adam Cooper.  Between all those things, I was slowly developing my choreography career.  Last year, apart from Shall we dance, I spent the rest of the year working on choreography which I really appreciated because it is quite hard making a living out of being a choreographer.  You have to do so much project work which is self-funded.  
Off the back of the reviews of the self-funded projects, I was asked to choreograph more commercial ventures such as musicals such as The Full Monty.  I was Movement Director on the play Kes which had a UK tour.  Alongside that, I am trying to set up my own company Drew McOnie Dance Theatre.
Chairman:  So what enticed you to audition for So you think you can dance?

AP:  I was on the tour of Cabaret. My girlfriend had seen the American version of the show and thought it would be a good thing to audition for.  She showed me a couple of episodes and I hated it.  It’s amazing how you can change your view of certain things!  Right from the beginning I knew what the programme makers needed.  They wanted people who could do gymnastics - not so much dance but tricks that would make a non-dance audience go ‘Wow’.  So it was only after a lot of arguments with my girlfriend that I went to the first audition where I managed to fall over twice!  
They gave me a minute to improvise to hip-hop music then I got through to the second round.  We were being asked to dance on a laminate floor which was very hard and slippery and on a rake – it was at the Hackney Empire.   We were asked to improvise again and also to bring a solo and I got a Golden Ticket and got straight through then I just kept on going, never thinking I was going to get through on to the TV. 
Chairman:  Drew, what drove you to audition for that show?

DM:  I remember seeing the first season of that show shortly after I had left college.  There was a guy in it called Nick Lazzarini who ended up winning the first season.  I thought that guy was absolutely incredible.  There was nothing he couldn’t do.  I went on the internet and found out that he’s almost exactly the same age as me and we had very similar upbringings and similar experiences in our careers and lives. I thought ‘How come he is so amazing?’  I used to write NL on my mirror in eyeliner which stood for Nick Lazzarini and that’s what made me go to class earlier each day.  So when I heard the programme was coming here, I thought back to those days.  The Drew McOnie of now wouldn’t have auditioned for the show.  I am very fortunate with my career and a lot of my closest friends thought I was taking a really big gamble, going into such a public forum and presenting myself in that light.  But I felt I owed it to myself, for all that time I used to write Nick Lazzarini’s name on my mirror.  I rationalised it as I went along and the reasons I started out on the show, are not the same reasons I have now, looking back on the show.  
AP:  So it was nothing to do with the £100,000 prize money?
DM:  That’s what I mean about my reasons for taking part changing as I went through it!  As I got more into it I realised I was learning more as a dancer but the romantic idea of doing for your 16 year old self dies when you are doing 14 hour days and not eating.  At that point the reason for taking part quickly became about the money.  I realised that there were more possibilities coming out of the money rather than the exposure.  The money would allow me to produce my own work and to put my pieces forward.  My business head switched on – you could get your message across a lot better with £100,000.  

Chairman:  To put this into some kind of context for us, how many people did you audition with?

AP:  I asked them that question a couple of times and they wouldn’t say exactly except it was thousands.  
Chairman:  Alastair, did you know some of the other contestants from school or other places?

AP: No.  It was awkward because there would be all the people from Pineapple Dance Studios who all knew each other and there was me on my own because there were hardly any ballet dancers who turned up for the audition. It was very cut-throat. I was just one of the lucky ones.  
Chairman:  Just about all the audience here tonight saw the programme.  Tell us what it was like to take part in it.

AP:  It was stressful and hard work. The hours were very long and I wouldn’t do it again but, at the time, it was the perfect thing for me to do and I don’t regret doing it at all. It was the hardest thing I have ever done.  As a dancer you are always looking for that job after which you feel you could happily hang up your dancing shoes and after that competition, I feel like that now.  I would be quite happy never to perform as a ballet dancer again.  
DM:  What was fascinating about the show was that is brought together a wide range of dancers and the show had different effects on us all.  I think Alastair hit on something there about the ballet dancers.  Ballet is such a particular art form that you train all your life for.  There is no way you could have a ballet section in a show like that, because everyone wouldn’t be able to have a go at it.  

AP:  Me and Drew shared a room and we would wake up at 6 am each morning; we had to get taxis at 6.45 am and we would start rehearsing at 8 am until 10 and then you would get a short break.  They don’t stop for anything.  At one point I was sick all over the floor and they sent in a film crew to video it and then after that they asked me how I was feeling!  The first time I cried since White Lodge was on that show – I broke down, it was that intense.
DM:  There was never a moment when you weren’t being filmed.  Even going to the toilet, you would still have a microphone pack on. You get very hungry, very tired and very emotional.  You are living in an apartment so you don’t see your family or your partner or your friends and you don’t even have the time to call them.  

We are painting a black picture of it but on the flip side, it was one of the most amazing experiences of my life.  It has made me want to do all sorts of other things now – especially having met the two hip-hop dancers on the show.  They have made me listen to music in a completely different way and that is worth more than anything else you could buy.  
AP:  If your life is a book, that show is one of the most exciting chapters in my book.  
Question from the audience:  Doing such long hours, did you injure yourself?

AP:  Yes, I kept ripping muscles in my shoulders.  We were doing some outrageous lifts I had never done before. Each week you only see a 2 minute routine but, in rehearsal, if we ran it once, we must have run it a 100 times so I was doing those lifts over and over again.  I’m used to partnering light ballet dancers, whereas on the show we were dancing with real women each with a real woman’s physique so doing lifts with them was very hard work.

DM:  When you sit down to watch the show at 6 pm on a Saturday night, what you don’t know is that we’ve been in the studio since 8 am and the producers and Nigel (Lythgoe, one of the judges) watch everything – so in a way, there is no dress rehearsal.  The duet that you see on the Saturday night show has probably been run 15 or 16 times so when the show starts we were absolutely exhausted – so tired that in fact we didn’t get nervous.  Had we had the preparation time you get for a professional show, we would have all turned in better performances.  With a professional show, you know when to eat – there we just had a table of sweets!  You got through the day chomping on chocolate bars and drinking Lucozade.
Poor Robbie got injured and in fact everyone had injuries.  Because of Robbie’s injury I got the chance to go back and dance again with Charlie on the last day.  Charlie and I are close friends and I am thrilled that she won.  I remember her saying to me just as the last show was about to start ‘Drew, I’m absolutely exhausted and I don’t know what to do.’  I said ‘Just jump and I’ll catch you. We’ll get through it.’  That was the camaraderie between the contestants – it might have been better TV if we had been bitchy about each other but we weren’t.  That came through in the partnering – we wanted the best for each other.  

AP:  It became a really good family – they were a nice bunch on the show.  
DM:  When Charlie won, I was right there with her and it felt good to have been with her in that final push.  I’m incredibly proud of her and I think she deserved it. Because of Robbie’s injury I got a phone call telling me to return to the studio after I had already left for the day.  Charlie and I had about two hours to rehearse the final routine and it was lucky that we already knew each other and had a special connection anyway – I’ve known her since she was 6 years old and I had always marked her out as a special person.  She was really ill with a chest infection as well.  You really needed a marathon technique.
AP:  It’s amazing what adrenalin will do.  

DM:  It was a competition of individuals and any one of us could have won and even though Charlie won the competition, the show didn’t reveal all she can do.   

AP:  All the contestants apart from Mark had studied ballet – you have to be aware about how reality TV shows package everything.  They wanted to portray me as a farmer.  OK my family owns a farm but I am not a farmer and my dad is a mechanic. 
DM:  They don’t make you say anything; they are just clever in how they present it.  They make it easy to understand for people who, unlike yourselves, don’t know anything about dance.  Technique doesn’t mean anything to most of the viewers.  The BBC has a responsibility to present dance in a non-elitist way.  

Tring is one of the best schools to give you a versatile training.  Good dancers have to be versatile and most of the time our ballet training helped us with most dance styles – except one, hip-hop.  There, I wished I’d never stood next to a ballet barre.  
Question from the audience:  What were the judges like off camera?   

DM:  They are just the same as you see on TV.  We didn’t really speak to them off camera. It was the same with Cat Deeley. They thanked us for taking part in the competition.  
Question from the audience:  Do you think you were portrayed fairly?

AP:  No, I don’t think Drew was fairly portrayed – I think they made Drew look arrogant. I got nice easy questions but Drew got difficult ones.  

Chairman: What do you think will be the lasting legacy from you taking part in that show?

 AP: I don’t know what the lasting legacy will be but I am seeing agents and getting head shots and a CV together and will get out there and start auditioning again.  I do need a little bit of a rest as my right arm is still quite sore.
DM:  I’m doing bits of choreography for The Jazz Company at the London Studio Centre – I am doing a Dinah Washington piece called Meet me at the Dinah.  I have also just finished editing my second dance film which I have choreographed and directed.  Then I shall be going into A Chorus Line – which is one of my childhood dream shows, which will be at the Lowry in Manchester. After that I’ll be going into Shoes which is Stephen Mear’s new piece which will be at Sadler’s Wells.  It’ll be 10 weeks of rehearsals for just a one week performance. That will take me up to September.  I have also applied for The Place prize and am trying to get backing for some other ideas I have been trying to get off the ground.
In thanking Drew and Alastair for taking time out to talk, members agreed with a comment made by Nigel Lythgoe, a judge of ‘So you think you can dance’ who said:
“All the dancers were inspirational and … any one of these dancers are worthy winners.”
The Chairman closed the meeting by recording thanks to Drew and Alastair and also to Michael Buckingham who had helped to arrange the interview.
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