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 ‘Doing Hamlet While Running the New York Marathon’: Finding and Training 
the Billy Elliots 

 
Foreword 
 
One day in late September 2006, I visited the school in Hammersmith where the 
children appearing in Billy Elliot the Musical spend their mornings. I sat down across 
from five boys currently playing Billy Elliot in the West End. I explained to them why I 
was there. I was writing a report for an organisation which specialised in gifted and 
talented young people like them, to try to explain how they had got to be so good … 
and so quickly.  
 
I began by talking about the film Billy Elliot and how it had sparked an interest in 
dance for boys throughout the country. Applications by boys for the Royal Ballet 
School had increased by 100% since the film was released in 2000.  
 
I asked them: “Do you boys ever think about the fact that you have gone well beyond 
Billy’s achievement? Billy Elliot manages to overcome financial and social constraints 
and through his skill and promise in ballet earn a place to train at the Royal Ballet 
School. You have all been up against similar hurdles, often being the only boy in your 
early dance classes, but have actually achieved far more.  
 
Not just ballet, you West End Billys have had to master extremely difficult 
choreography, tap, jazz and street dance, back-flips, front-flips, cartwheels, plus 
acting and singing. You have developed the stamina to carry a 3-hour musical, with 
two performances a week. And all this at the ages of 13 and 14 – at least four years 
before Billy Elliot himself could have expected to appear before a paying audience. 
 
In the process you have received the best musical theatre training that money can 
buy, and in less than two years have been prepared to be able to headline a 
successful West End musical. 
 
I think your journeys are much bigger than Billy’s”.  
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‘Doing Hamlet While Running the New York Marathon’: Finding and Training 
the Billy Elliots 

 
Introduction 
 
At the end of September 2006, the last of the original three Billys gave his final 
performance in the West End hit Billy Elliot the Musical, at the ripe age of fourteen.  
Liam Mower is one of only nine young boys (so far) who have been identified, trained 
and rehearsed for probably the most difficult role ever created for a child.  
 
Never before has a stage musical relied so heavily on the abilities of a child as its 
principal character, on-stage for a full three hours, with choreography and acrobatics 
that would tax the most skilled of adult performers.  
 
When the Billy Elliot the Musical opened in May 2005, it was immediately hailed a 
huge success, “the greatest British musical… ever seen” (Daily Telegraph). It was 
clear it would run and run. And with it came the urgent and ongoing need for talented 
child performers of West End calibre. 
 
Impact on drama training 
 
As director of the National Council for Drama Training (NCDT), I was intrigued by the 
implications for drama schools and the wider industry of a successful run by the 
musical.  
 
I knew that the musical theatre courses, which the NCDT accredited on behalf of the 
performing arts industry, had great difficulty recruiting young men onto their courses 
who had the potential to be “triple threat” – skilled in acting, voice and dance / 
movement.  
 
I also knew that – unlike girls, who are taken to ballet classes from an early age – it is 
culturally more difficult for young boys to aspire to dance. But the impact of the 
successful musical on boys heading into musical theatre was likely to be at least as 
profound as that of the film for ballet school recruitment.  
 
And soon, a number of young men – like Liam Mower – who have already spent time 
on the West End stage as Billy or Michael will be presenting themselves to the top 
drama schools looking for a place to further hone their skills.  
 
The musical raises a number of obvious questions for not just the drama training 
sector, but that of the wider gifted and talented sector:  
 

• How has it been possible to identify and train young people with no (or 
little) acting, singing and dancing experience to be West End ready in 
terms of skill and stamina, in a short period of time?  

• Where do these young performers come from?  
• What were their skills levels in advance of audition?  
• What are their aspirations as they leave their West End roles?   
• Will a percentage of these young performers become the musical theatre 

course elite students of the future and go on to have significant impact on 
the performing arts industry? 
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Research project 
 
In conjunction with Professor Jonothan Neelands, the Deputy Director of the 
Research Programme at the National Academy for Gifted and Talented Youth, the 
NCDT proposed a research project to: 
 

a) map out the logistical demands of the production, including identification 
of key players (director, producer, company manager, choreographers) 
and timescales of cast turnover (‘refreshment’) 

 
b) describe the methods used to locate, audition and identify the young 

performers (including audition criteria) through interviews with key players 
 

c) evaluate the methods used for training and rehearsing the performers, 
including support processes for performers and their families  

 
d) identify a group of performers (including auditionees, current performers, 

previous performers) for qualitative interviews  
 

e) suggest on-going work 
 
From our first interview with senior executives from Working Title in May 2006, the 
project has received a warm and supportive response from the members of the 
creative team of Billy Elliot the Musical.  It is clear that this same supportive 
atmosphere permeates the entire process of finding, training, rehearsing and 
nurturing their young performers. This all takes place within an ethical framework 
which would be the envy of any training establishment, let alone that of a highly 
commercial enterprise. This report will describe the processes and will attempt to 
analyse the reasons for their evident success.  
 
Methodology 
 
I conducted taped interviews with key personnel involved in the casting and training 
of Billys, and produced written transcripts. A full list of the interviews can be found on 
page 26. I observed the training team working with training Billys at the London 
summer school over three days in July, as well as the production team rehearsing 
two Billys for autumn entry into the production. I attended the audition in Exeter, 
where ninety-four boys tried to catch the eye of the casting panel. I watched them 
recall two boys and run them through a sophisticated series of tests to more widely 
gauge their current skills levels and their potential. I spent an hour talking with the 
Billys themselves about their previous experience, their dreams as young children 
and their aspirations on leaving the production.  
 
Acknowledgements 
 
It has been a fascinating process coming to grips with the complexity of the task 
facing the creative team in finding and training Billys. I could not have produced this 
report without the cooperation and hospitality of Jessica Ronane and her team, who 
were consistently courteous and helpful to someone who can only have been a 
friendly irritant as they rushed about fulfilling their responsibilities to the production 
and to the Billys. My thanks to the Billys for giving up some of their very limited free 
time to talk with me, and for providing such mesmerising theatre night after night.  
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Background 
 
Billy Elliot the Film 
 
In the year 2000, the film Billy Elliot burst onto screens across the world, another 
highly successful product of the British film company Working Title, which had 
already produced Four Weddings and a Funeral and Bridget Jones’ Diary.   
 
The story of the young Geordie boy who discovers his creativity against the bleak 
backdrop of the 1980s miners’ strike was written by a Newcastle writer Lee Hall and 
directed by his friend Stephen Daldry, whose formidable body of work up to that point 
had been for the stage. A nationwide search found young Jamie Bell, who had to 
work for eight hours a day for three months to master the level of ballet needed for 
the film.  
 
The film was an enormous international success, winning three BAFTAs and 
nominated for ten more, along with three Academy Awards nominations and a 
multitude of international prizes. It has had a significant impact as a role model for a 
new generation of British youth who are deciding that dancing is cool. In emulation of 
the film’s subject, recruitment of talented young boys at the Royal Ballet School has 
increased by 100%, to the extent that boys have outnumbered girls entering the 
RBS.  
 
Billy Elliot the Musical 
 
In the audience when the film premiered at the Cannes Film Festival, Sir Elton John 
was moved to tears. As he describes in the programme notes: 
 

My response to the film was profound. The story of young Billy, a gifted 
working class boy with artistic ambitions seemingly beyond his reach had so 
many parallels to my own childhood. Like Billy, the opportunity to express 
myself artistically was a passport to a better, more fulfilling life. 

 
At the party following the screening, someone suggested Billy Elliot would make an 
amazing stage musical. As the idea took hold, scriptwriter Lee Hall was persuaded to 
take his first attempt at writing a libretto, with his lyrics set to music by Elton John.  
Keeping together the members of the film’s creative and production teams, including 
Stephen Daldry, producer Jon Finn and choreographer Peter Darling, the musical 
gradually came to life in the early years of the new millennium. 
 
Logistical considerations 
 
From the beginning it was clear that the production would have to overcome an 
unprecedented array of logistical challenges: 

• There were 15 children to be cast: three principals (Billy, his friends Michael 
and Debbie, the head ballet girl and daughter of the ballet teacher), two 
supernumerary children and a ballet class of ten girls 

• An additional set of principals would be required at each performance to 
provide cover  

• Child protection laws would require three complete casts of children to cover 
eight performances a week, for a total of 45 children 

• 18 children would be in the theatre every night and would need to be 
accommodated separately from the 28 adult cast  
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• An army of chaperones would be required to look after the children from 
morning till night, including during rehearsals and performances 

• With most of the principals living away from home, accommodation and 
house parents would need to be found and tutors would be required to ensure 
the children’s education did not suffer  

 
Other challenges would present themselves once the first three Billys were identified 
and trained. One boy was confidently balletic (and had in fact already been accepted 
by the Royal Ballet School) while the other two came from much more street dance 
backgrounds. Given not just their varying dancing skills but also their vocal 
capabilities, it quickly became obvious that a different show would have to be built 
around each Billy. Consequently: 

• The entire cast would have to adapt to different choreography and two 
musical keys, depending on the Billy with whom they would be performing 

 
Compared to his work on the film, director Stephen Daldry acknowledged that  

 
The need to tailor each production to three children’s individual talents would 
turn into what he called a ‘logistical nightmare – I am in effect directing three 
different shows simultaneously’.  

(Alix Kirsta, School for Billys, Saturday Times Magazine 18 March 2006) 
 
For an in-depth account of the implications that this logistical nightmare has 
presented to its creative and technical teams, see the article “Minding Billy Elliot” 
written for the Stage Management Association journal Cueline, included as Annex 1.  
 
Casting considerations 
 
The creative team at Working Title had an unprecedented task in 2003 when it came 
to casting the production. Former dancer and Musical Theatre performer Jessica 
Ronane (Elmhurst, London School of Musical Theatre), was hired as children’s 
casting director. She describes her challenge in the programme notes (see Annex 2): 
 

Billy Elliot the Musical was never going to be an easy show to cast and that 
message was made very clear in October 2003 when I first met Stephen 
Daldry and Jon Finn. They were in the early stages of transferring their film to 
stage and explained that they had to find out if any boys existed who could 
take on the demanding lead role. Knowing the difficulty they’d had finding 
Jamie Bell for the film and that the role was to be even more challenging on 
the stage, I began work as Children’s Casting Director with some trepidation. 
 
Three boys were needed to play the role of Billy, another three for Michael … 
– all to come from the North of England. Billy had to dance, not just ballet, 
everything. Michael had to tap. They all needed to sing and … unbroken 
voices were preferred. We had to find children who didn’t usually attend 
auditions and maybe hadn’t performed before. 
 
They would have to be focused, determined, gritty and real. Our aim was to 
organise a nationwide search to meet every child who wanted to audition and 
our hope was to make sure than no talented child was left undiscovered. It 
was to be quite a mission, a long process and that was exciting and daunting. 

 
Jessica Ronane and Lynne Page, who had worked as associate choreographer with 
Peter Darling on the film (and whose responsibilities included spending three weeks 
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teaching the actor, Julie Walters, to teach ballet), began an extensive trawl of dance 
schools and teachers, athletics and gymnastics clubs around the country, asking 
each whether they had any talented young boys who would be suitable to audition for 
the role of Billy.   
 
In the first three months the casting team, which included Associate Director Julian 
Webber, saw hundreds of children at auditions held all over the North of England. 
However, it quickly became obvious that there weren’t any young boys out there who 
had already mastered tap, ballet, street, singing and acting to a level necessary to 
head straight into rehearsals. Training would have to become a vital component of 
the casting process.  
 
So instead of looking for fully formed Billys, they were looking for children with:  
 

Energy, potential and a sponge-like ability to learn. (Lynne Page said:) You 
can have a child that has a lot of ability but they just don’t have the backbone 
to be able to cope with the training… Singing ability is also a priority, though a 
lesser one, and acting comes last of all – director Stephen Daldry believes 
that ‘any child can act’.  

(Emma John Billy and the kids, Guardian Culture 10 May 2006) 
 

Now three years into the casting process, Lynne Page told me: 
 

We know exactly how to do it now. If a kid has a lot of spirit, you say – what is 
that? They have to have stamina, concentration, backbone. They can’t be 
wimps. They’ve got to have a real fight about them. 

 
The audition process 
 
Since the auditions began for Billy Elliot in the autumn of 2003, over 5,000 children 
have been seen. This represents at least eight large auditions every year (100+) and 
numerous private visits to dance schools and youth clubs.  
 
I was invited to the auditions held in September 2006 at Exeter. The casting team – 
which consisted of Jessica Ronane, Lynne Page, her dancing assistant Matt Cross, 
Associate Director Julian Webber, Children’s Musical Director Ron Crocker and 
Jessica’s assistant Clemency Carlisle - had never before been to the South West of 
England in their three years of casting the production.  
 
Dance teachers throughout the region had been asked to suggest to their talented 
boys that they apply for audition. Ninety-four boys had sent in their photos and details 
and had been sent directions to Maynards School, a private girls’ school with a large 
gymnasium where the auditions were held.  The boys were scheduled into seven 
sessions, with the first session at 10.00 am and the last beginning at 5.00 pm.  
 
The boys were all given labels with their names, and the casting team had lists 
containing the boys’ names, ages, and the types of dance and skills level reported by 
their dance teachers.  
 
Once the boys were shepherded into the gymnasium in groups of between 11 and 
17, Julian Webber went up and spoke to them quietly and explained what he wanted 
them to do. So that the panel could gauge character and acting ability, the boys were 
asked to run one at a time before the casting team and shout three times, with 
increasing concern, that “the building’s on fire!”  Throughout the day Julian Webber 
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would offer further direction to those who seemed to be struggling with the game, and 
asking questions of those who interested him.  
 
The next stage of the audition had been described to me by Lynne Page as designed 
to: 

look at their dancing background, any gymnastics or sports, their facility for 
movement. We get them to do a funky routine, with a bit of shadow boxing, 
kick boxing, then an improv section where they can do whatever is their forte 
– break dancing, acrobatics, anything 

 
Ten minutes were then spent with Lynne Page and Matt Cross (a professional 
dancer, and himself a former child performer) going through a short punchy street 
dance routine, with four sets of eight-counts, which most of the children certainly 
found challenging. Once the majority could (sort of) handle the choreography, they 
ran through it several times with music.  
 
The boys were asked to perform the routine for the casting panel in groups of three. 
Then with the music continuing, they were told to improvise any dance moves or 
acrobatics they wanted to do – back-flips, front-flips, break dance, hip hop – and if 
they were having difficulty, to imagine they were at home in their bedroom, dancing 
to their favourite piece of music. It was during this section that the majority of the 
boys were observed to have great difficulty, with not just the newly learned 
choreography but also – and somewhat surprisingly – the free dance.  
 
The boys were asked “Hands up who does dance more than once a week?” to which 
the majority would respond. There was however a much smaller response to the 
question: “Hands up who wants to spend five hours a day practising their dance?”  
 
The boys were then asked to sing a song. It was evident that very few either had a 
song prepared, or even knew the words to any songs. This should not have been 
surprising, but it was. I had been told earlier in the summer by Mary Hammond, the 
vocal coach on the production: 
  

one of the things that shocked me when I went around auditioning people 
everywhere in November (2003): I asked them to sing carols, and they didn’t 
know any. None of them were having ordinary school singing. Time and time 
again I asked “what singing do you do in school?”, and they don’t. (In the 
training process for Billy Elliot) half the time I’m making up for a curriculum 
they don’t get. 

 
She also said that when they first came to her for training the young boys did not 
know the sound of their own singing voice. This was borne out by my observation at 
the Exeter audition, where the great majority of young auditionees showed little 
confidence or ability in this area. 
 
The boys were then sent to the edge of the room to talk amongst themselves, while 
the casting team spent several minutes conferring. With most of the groups, two or 
three boys would be asked to stay on and the rest would be sent home – with great 
courtesy and with sensitivity to their disappointment. The boys who remained were 
asked about their tap and ballet skills and told to change into the appropriate shoes. 
Lynne Page then worked with them on short tap routines to gauge their skill level. 
Ballet positions would be attempted to determine their strength and balance. 
 
It was a very long day, the casting panel sitting through the same process seven 
times watching boys of widely varying ability. By 4.00 in the afternoon already sixty 
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boys divided into five groups had been put through their paces. The panel were 
becoming despondent – while a few boys had been interesting, so far no one had 
sparkled. One good-looking and very promising young boy turned out to have real 
problems in the dance routine with opposition (opposing arm and leg) which was 
considered a big problem – a panel member noted during the evaluation – for a 
dancer “that should be in your body”.  
 
Then in the four o’clock group, two boys shone. During the early “the building’s on 
fire!” stage, one boy elicited the warm approval of Julian Webber: “Genius acting!” 
The short boy had a cheeky personality, a flair for comedy, and showed real potential 
in tap. He was worth considering for Michael, Billy’s friend.  
 
It was the second boy, though, who made the hair stand up on the back of our necks 
– when he danced and moved through space, one’s eyes were drawn to him; he was 
extremely watch-able. Confirming what we were seeing, his notes in the panel’s 
typed list said “RBS wanted him but said no!”. This quietly confident twelve year old 
had already turned down a place at the Royal Ballet School. The two boys were 
asked to return the next day, a Sunday, to be looked at more closely by the casting 
panel. 
 
Recall audition 
 
The next morning, the boys were given solo workshops. While one worked on a 
dance routine in the gymnasium with Lynne and Matt, the other was in the studio with 
Julian Webber and Ron Crocker working on songs from the score – Expressing 
Yourself and Electricity. Even without the benefit of school singing, the boys proved 
to have good voices, though they too were not used to their singing voices and had 
to be steadily cajoled to sing louder. It was the acting workshops, however, which 
proved to be the most revealing.  
 
Julian Webber has worked with all nine of the Billys, and has conducted the majority 
of the Billy auditions around the UK. From this experience, he told me he has written 
100 pages of a yet-unpublished “How to Teach Stanislavski to 12 year olds”, and his 
work with the Exeter boys had them working towards truthfulness, the creative 
objective, internal and external action. He had them paraphrasing the songs, asked 
“what do you want from the person you’re talking to?” and “don’t show me, just think 
it!”. It was indeed a Stanislavski master-class for pre-teens.  
 
For an hour each, he worked with the two boys, sometimes giving them notes on the 
songs (“maintaining eye contact shows that the listener is getting what you’re 
saying”). He spent considerable time with one boy explaining that the show has lots 
of rude words – “we get letters all the time” – and he would be required to swear… 
and a lot. This proved initially to be an uncomfortable experience for the boy, whose 
most rude expression to date had been “Criminy cream cracker!”. By the end of the 
hour, however, Julian had the boy staring him in the face, six inches away, spitting 
out “I hate you. You’re a bastard!”, which Billy screams at his father at the end of Act 
One.  
 
He got the boys to go out of the room, come in, put on Julian’s thick rimmed glasses, 
peer at the four adults around the room and exclaim “Bloody Hell!”. One boy had 
difficulty with this, and confessed that his Mum told him he was very self-conscious. 
Julian explained that 99% of acting is controlling one’s self-consciousness. “Once 
you start thinking about other people, you lose your self-consciousness. When you 
put your attention on something else, you stop thinking about yourself.” 
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Trying a different tack, he asked the boy to open a letter which said he’d won a 
million pounds and again to shout “Bloody Hell!”. Julian told him to make it louder, 
more exciting and excited. He was trying to work towards truthfulness: “Theatre is not 
about pretending – really read the letter.” And when the boy wouldn’t wait to finish the 
scene before self-criticising his performance – Julian told him to “finish the moment”.  
 
Consciously theatrical gestures and movements resulted in “Don’t show me, just 
think it.” He told the boys the one sentence motto of the Julian Webber Academy of 
Acting was “acting is all in your head”.  
 
The two boys were brought together at the end of the recall audition, to learn a short 
tap routine. The boy with the most tap experience showed some difficulty picking up 
the choreography. Lynne Page explained that boys who already had learned tap had 
problems “unlearning”. Because small regional dance schools usually train children 
towards RAD or ISTD examinations, they tend to do various routines by rote to 
warm-up, which can become ingrained in muscle memory, and which take time to 
dispel.  
 
At the end of the four-hour session, the boys went home and the panel returned to 
London. One boy was invited with his parents to London to see the show, and has 
since been taken into intensive training, with late spring 2007 pencilled in for entry 
into the show. The other will take intensive tap lessons and be re-auditioned. So the 
casting team did extremely well in Exeter.  
 
Audition afterthoughts 
 
The audition I observed could be described as an example of excellent practice, the 
procedures honed over three years to resemble a well-oiled machine. This is of 
course not surprising: this team has arguably carried out more auditions of children 
than any other in the history of performing arts.  
 
The Billy Elliot creative team went to great lengths to cast the net as wide as possible 
in the South West, with all teachers of dance and athletic clubs being contacted to 
suggest they encourage suitable candidates apply to audition. Advance information 
to auditionees and parents was clear and helpful.  
 
During the audition the auditionees were treated at all times with courtesy and 
sensitivity. There was a fun atmosphere, and a great deal of humour in the audition 
room as the boys were put at their ease with practiced skill – and a well-timed joke.  
 
At the end of their hour, the boys were sent away with memories of a busy, energetic 
hour spent in the company of West End professionals which could well spark 
renewed dedication in dance class by the dozens of boys who did not make it 
through the audition – this time.  
 
Previous experience 
 
During the audition day in Exeter, we were able to speak with a selection of boys and 
their parents. Eight boys and five adults stayed behind after the audition to talk to our 
researcher, Matt Winston.  
 
They were asked: “How did you get involved in dance?”. Responses included: 

• saw a dance performance by older boys at school 
• male dance teacher encouraged boys to try 
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• at unsuccessful audition for amateur dramatics production, encouraged to 
attend dance classes by boy who got the part 

• always loved dancing 
• out of the blue 
• following in footsteps of older sisters 

 
When asked what they enjoyed about dance, they responded: 

• it makes you feel a lot happier 
• you feel jolly, you don’t notice that you’re doing it 
• enjoy the sense of movement, throwing oneself around 
• rush of energy 
• makes you feel free and there is nothing else in the world 
• the whole fun of it, the teachers, my friends, the type of dancing  
• I can be relaxed and spend hours at it and never got bored 

 
Interestingly, one boy pointed out that besides dance class, he was busy with 
football, Taekwon-do, skateboard, archery and circus. He found that his dance 
classes helped with “all sorts of stuff. It helps with football, skateboarding, helps your 
strength.” One rugby-mad father noted wistfully that “the skills he’s learning now, the 
poise and the balance, will allow him to play fly half… but I don’t push him either 
way.” 
 
The value of a role model was well appreciated by the boys, many of whom were the 
only boys in their dance classes, just like Billy Elliot.  
 
As to whether or not attending dance classes was embarrassing for them, some 
reported teasing, one mentioned bullying. One parent said that her son while not 
being bullied, felt uncomfortable in ballet class and “wanted to do something a bit 
more boyish” and so had switched to modern dance.   
 
Almost all the boys said they had seen the film, but none had seen the West End 
production. One ten-year old boy reported:  

  
when my Mum says ‘do you want to go to ballet classes?’ I was like ‘It’s for  
girls only’ then I watched Billy Elliot and that made me want to go. 

 
This boy’s experience notwithstanding, Jessica Ronane has written: 

 
The film had made a huge difference in opening the possibility of dance to 
many boys but it became clear very quickly that there was still a stigma 
attached to boys dancing, especially ballet. 

 
It should be noted that over the three years of auditioning, many of the boys who 
successfully passed the audition have never done any ballet at all before the 
audition. James Lomas, one of the three “first cast” original Billys described his 
audition in the Sunday Times’ A Life in the Day, published just before opening night 
(see Annex 3): 

 
There were long, long queues for the audition, then I was told: "Right, put on 
your ballet shoes!" I was like: "Oh my God!" I'd never done ballet. The boy 
next to me was so good, doing proper positions. I just copied him. After, they 
said: "How long have you been doing ballet, James?" "Never," I said. 
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Layton Williams, the first black Billy, describes his previous experience on the 
theatre.com website: 
 

I didn’t actually do a lot of dancing, all I did was a bit of street at first. I started 
to do some drama classes but I never did ballet or tap before, so at the first 
audition that’s when they got me some lessons. 

 
I asked Jessica Ronane to sum up the previous experience of the children she has 
worked with: was there any sort of pattern? “No” she repied, “no pattern at all, it is 
totally different from child to child.” That they can end up with consistent results 
illustrates how well the boys have been individually monitored and developed. 
 
Training Billy Elliot 
 
As we have seen, it was clear from the beginning of the casting process that there 
would need to be a training component in order to bring the prospective Billys up to 
the standard necessary for the West End.  
 
Stephen Daldry described the task at hand to a Times reporter: 
 

It takes 18 months or two years to build up the skills and enough stamina to 
get into the show. Playing Billy is like doing Hamlet while running the New 
York marathon. 

(Alix Kirsta, School for Billys, Saturday Times Magazine 18 March 2006) 
 
As Julian Webber explained to a local reporter at the Exeter auditions: 

 
We’re looking for kids with potential. We won’t find anyone who’s good 
enough to do the show, but we will find kids with promise. From one hundred 
we might find two or three who we will then put in quite a hardcore training 
regime for six months, either in London or with a teacher in the area they live. 
We will put about 15 kids into training for six months and, at the end of that, 
get rid of about 12 of them. 
 
([Anon.] A Hundred Hopefuls step out in pursuit of West End Stardom, This is 

Exeter, 18 September 2006) 
 
It is, of course, this “hardcore training regime” that is the unique factor – and a 
triumph – of Billy Elliot the Musical. How is the training structured, how does it work? 
And how has it evolved in the three years since the first potential Billys were 
identified?  
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Training in Year One 
 
In 2004, after the early auditions, the training choreographer Lynne Page was sent to 
the home towns of all the possible Billys to take responsibility for the regional training 
and to oversee the boys’ ongoing development. In conversation with me this summer 
she described working with one of the original cast Billys: 

 
…I went up to his school to see what he was doing (and found) things that 
weren’t great. Having to take him away from teachers who weren’t doing 
things that were positive. Putting him with other teachers we thought he 
needed more of, and that has been an ongoing process for all the Billys we 
have had in training. 

 
She began developing an extensive database of dance teachers throughout the 
country who are working at a level that could enable the young Billys to progress as 
quickly as possible. She maintained regular contact with the regional teachers who 
saw the boys several times a week, and each boy’s needs were constantly being 
assessed.  
 
Jessica Ronane describes the next step, the well-publicised Billy Elliot Academy, in 
the programme notes (see Annex 2): 

 
Our final few boys were attending classes each evening in their home towns 
but the need for the fast track training led us to start our own weekend school. 
Boys are normally outnumbered in dance classes, however during their 
training for the show they had a chance to meet and train with other boys 
which we felt was a very positive thing. 
 
The school was set up in Leeds because it was the geographical centre for 
the families of our final ten boys. It also helped that the dance scene there is 
impressive and varied. We met fantastic teachers who were willing to move 
their professional commitments in order to become involved. The timetable 
ensured the boys received expert training in every discipline and this proved 
very effective. It was a huge pleasure to watch the boys grow in strength and 
confidence. A member of the team would visit each weekend and we eagerly 
awaited each others’ reports. So much exciting work was taking place and the 
boys made friends and supported one another through the rigorous schedule. 
Their frustration when trying to grasp a new step or song would soon turn to 
delight when it was mastered and then perfected. Their struggles and 
successes meant that the time at the school was full of emotional highs and 
lows which we tried our best to guide them through. 

 
Ten boys attended the Academy in Leeds for the three months up to the summer of 
2004, when the first full-time summer school was set up.  
 
After experimenting with the optimum schedule, it was decided that mornings would 
be involved with one-to-one tuition for the boys, in ballet, tap and singing. The 
afternoons were set aside for group workshops – acrobatics, ballet, contemporary, 
street. The day ended with a big drama session. And always, there was work on 
developing the necessary Geordie accent: 
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Very early on we send our dialect coach William Conacher to work with them 
in case there are difficulties. He gives them tapes, CDs and sheets to work 
with. They are constantly working on the dialect. It is vital. That work never 
goes away. 
(Jessica Ronane, quoted in Kevin Berry, Mining Talent, Stage Newspaper 16 

March 2006) 
 
At the end of the summer school, members of the creative team, including 
choreographer Peter Darling, director Stephen Daldry and voice coach Mary 
Hammond, travelled up to Leeds to observe progress. The most promising boys were 
invited down to London for extensive assessment and the final selection. At the end 
of this process, the “first cast” was identified: James Lomas, George Maguire and 
Liam Mower. The boys stayed down in London to go into intensive workshopping 
with the adult cast, working towards opening the show in May 2005. 
 
Training in Year Two – Colour-blind casting 
 
In the second year of casting and training, and with the production finally opening in 
the West End, the casting team discovered a number of talented boys in the 
Manchester area. Travis Yates was first auditioned when he was 10, and 18 months 
later began training for the show. The “colour blind” casting yielded impressive 
results in the second year amongst children from ethnic minorities.  
 
Stephen Daldry was full of praise for their achievement when these boys were 
presented to the press some months later: 

 
“I’m incredibly proud,” he said. “The tenacity and determination and courage 
of these children is almost magnified in children that come from different 
ethnic backgrounds. It would be morally reprehensible not to choose them. 
The casting department has never been given any guidelines on the racial 
background. They respond only to their enthusiasm and talent. 
 
…Daldry said it was a ‘misconception’ that dance training was not available to 
people from every background, because both the Leeds school and the Royal 
Ballet’s own White Lodge school worked hard to spread their net wide. But it 
was tough. “Most of the boys have already been dancing for years and have 
already been through a huge amount of prejudice and bullying because 
they’re the only boy usually in the dance class. But when you come to a 
situation with Matthew Koon, whose parents are from Hong Kong but is very 
much a Manchester boy, you can imagine another level of prejudice. 
 
There’s a level of suspension of disbelief when you go to the theatre. When 
you’re watching a show and miners are tap-dancing or in tutus you’re in the 
realm of make-believe.” 

(Louise Jury, Colour-blind casting finds new stars for Billy Elliot, The 
Independent, 24 February 2006) 

 
In the second year, the boys continued to travel to Leeds for the weekend school, but 
because of the geographical spread of training Billys, the second summer school was 
in Manchester. Matthew Koon explained to me how it had worked for him: 

 
My first audition was in February (2005), from March we went into a Billy 
School, every Saturday we would go to Leeds to do some training until the 
summer holiday and then we went to Sale every day to train. And then I found 
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out I got the part probably in September, and then I came down near the end 
of October and I started intensive training and rehearsals in December. 

 
Training in Year Three 
 
In the third year, the geographical spread of potential Billys has been much wider. 
One boy from Glasgow has never danced before, but was a competition singer and a 
quick learner. Lynne Page has found teachers for him amongst the Scottish Ballet. 
Other boys were from Cornwall, Malvern and the London area. The decision was 
made to hold this year’s summer school in London. 
 
I was encouraged by the Billy Elliot people to observe several days of the training at 
the Danceworks studios, just off Oxford Street. Five boys ranging in age from 10 to 
12 were being given daily training in ballet, tap, contemporary, acrobatics and 
singing. While acting like typical little boys during breaks and lunchtime, full of fun 
and excitement, during their classes they showed a level of dedication and 
concentration that was extraordinary for boys so young: 

 
Picking and training boys with raw talent at auditions, rather than casting 
pupils from stage schools who often project a manufactured “showbiz” 
veneer, has yielded impressive results… these youngsters attain a grounding 
and self-possession most adult performers would envy. 

(Alix Kirsta, School for Billys, Saturday Times Magazine 18 March 2006) 
 
Throughout the summer school, the boys were being monitored and assessed by the 
creative team. Lynne Page told me that one boy who was coming along quickly in 
ballet needed to move through space much more and so she would “up his 
contemporary dance”: the schedule was tweaked to allow this. Another boy would 
likely need a different ballet teacher when he returned back home this autumn, so 
she was anticipating a revisit to arrange this. Three months later, of the five boys who 
went through the summer school, only two were kept on into the autumn, continuing 
with their training back in their home environments. 
 
While the skills tutors working with the boys in the summer school were all of a high 
professional calibre, it was clear they too were being regularly monitored for their 
effectiveness as teachers. As Lynn explained: 

 
Teaching is obviously a huge skill. It’s not how well they can execute, it’s how 
well they can transfer that. 
 

One tap teacher was identified as a possibility by Lynn when she first graduated as a 
performer from the Liverpool Academy of Performing Arts, and within a year was put 
to work with one of the regional Billys, and then invited down to the summer school to 
work with the five boys. 
 
This individualised training obviously represents a significant investment in both time 
and money. That it is yielding such impressive results is a testament to the skills of 
the creative team in first identifying these youngsters and providing the correct mix of 
teachers and technique to bring them to a professional standard in an extremely 
short period of time. It is clear that the training is as effective as it is because it is 
tailored specifically to the developing needs of each individual boy – and represents 
personalised learning at its best.   
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“Prep School”  
 
When a training Billy is cast – and only 50% of those who go through training 
sponsored by the Billy Elliot team end up being cast – he comes down to London for 
a period of intensive skills training which the creative team call “prep school”. He 
begins regular work with the group of professionals who will take him through 
rehearsals into the show: Ellen Kane (choreographic supervisor), Damien Jackson 
(choreographer), Ron Crocker (children’s musical director) and Julian Webber 
(associate director).  
 
Ellen Kane is responsible for finding the teachers for the boys during the two months 
of prep school as well as supervising the schedules. She explained to me that the 
purpose of the prep school is:  

 
to cater to what each child needs, basically, what their weaknesses are. In 
(one) case it’s a lot of tap, in (another) it’s a lot of ballet. And they do bits and 
pieces of acting. They are working with the people who work on the show. I 
try to use that time to introduce them to the people they are going to be 
working with when it really matters. 

 
The boys work intensively on those dance styles with which they have been 
experiencing most difficulty – and most especially the tap numbers, which thanks to 
Peter Darling’s complex choreography, is a fusion of many influences. Lynn Page 
explained the challenge to me: 

 
with the tap, the beats have got to be as clear as a bell, yet you also have to 
be able to distinguish huge syncopated rhythms. So if you just use the 
American tap, which is hoofing, then you are never going to be clear as a bell 
to do all the other stuff. The two different routines in the show are quite 
different. Expressing Yourself is more shuffle based, but with the angry 
dancing which closes Act One, you have to be able to get into the ground. So 
even the tap is a combination of two skills.  

 
The boys are also given intensive stamina training, to build up their strength to last 
three hours on stage. They are taught acrobatics to enable them to perform the front-
flips, back-flips and cartwheels off pianos called for in the script with confidence and 
flair. 
 
An example of catering the training to the needs of the boys and the production can 
be found with two of the current Billys who were discovered when they were relatively 
old - fourteen (one in New York, the other in Dublin), and both already highly skilled 
dancers. The creative team was faced with a dilemma: if the boys weren’t used 
quickly, puberty would hit before they were able to perform as Billy for any significant 
length of time. The decision was made to bring them both to London as soon as 
possible.  
 
The New York Billy – Colin Bates – had already spent two years travelling around the 
US playing the Artful Dodger in the Cameron Mackintosh touring production of Oliver. 
He was put straight into rehearsal when he arrived in the UK, opening three months 
later, in March 2006. The Dublin Billy – Dean Maguire – has been training intensively 
at the prep school since he was brought over to London in March 2006 and is now in 
rehearsal, scheduled to open in December 2006.   
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Rehearsal and performance 
 
When I spoke with the current Billys they were unanimous that rehearsals were 
“hard, really hard – and all day!” The beginning of their 3-month rehearsal period is 
spent learning their choreography, which as we have seen has been designed 
around their individual strengths. They spend three hours a week with Ron Crocker, 
the children’s musical director, learning the repertoire which has been written with a 
very short range and in two different keys, again to cater to the boys’ varying vocal 
abilities. Mary Hammond, the vocal coach, sees them for an hour a week, working on 
their basic technique, including breathing and scalic exercises. Gradually they are 
brought into acting, singing and dance calls with the rest of the cast.  
 
The boys described to me their first time in front of an audience. What struck them 
most was the laughter, having rehearsed the scenes repeatedly in front of production 
staff who had heard all the jokes before. One boy described the difficulty this 
presents with timing: 

 
especially in the Michael scene (Expressing Yourself), you just have to sit 
there and wait. But you have to try to do it not for them, but do it for yourself, 
so it’s really hard to ignore. Because if you do it for the audience, do the jokes 
towards the audience, then it’s not really natural, and it’s less funny… you’re 
really acting rather than trying to be funny. 
 

So they have absorbed an important lesson in playing comedy. 
 
Haydn Gwynne, who played Mrs. Wilkinson in the first year, described the exuberant 
atmosphere: 

 
The audience response has been incredible. English audiences can be a little 
bit reserved. They’re not in this show.  

(Theatre.com video) 
 
Pastoral Care  
 
Of course the Billys are all very young, and are away from their families for 
considerable periods of time. But it is in the area of pastoral care – as much as the 
training – that the Billy Elliot team excel in providing a caring, family atmosphere.  
 
For the first two and a half years – from autumn 2004 to spring 2006 – the overall 
responsibility for the pastoral care of the training-, rehearsing- and performing-Billys 
was shouldered by casting director Jessica Ronane. Functioning well beyond the 
usual parameters of a casting department, Jessica has handled liaison with parents, 
managing the expectations of the training Billys and monitoring the emotional health 
of the rehearsing and performing Billys.  
 
Much of these functions have now been incorporated into the newly created role of 
Children’s Care Co-ordinator. Erin Brooks was hired in June 2006 to oversee and co-
ordinate the pastoral care of the ten to twelve children who are living away from 
home.  
 
One of her responsibilities is to liaise with the house parents at the two “Billy 
Houses”. With all of the original Billys (as well as Michaels and Debbies) hailing from 
the North of England, it was clear that the young performers would need to be 
billeted away from their families, and so early on properties were rented in West 
London for this purpose. Two houses in Ealing, complete with house parents, 
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accommodate the four or five performing Billys, the three Michaels and three 
Debbies, as well as any prep school and rehearsing children. The young boys who 
attended the London summer school this year were also housed here, allowing them 
to reap the benefit of proximity to those who had successfully completed training. Life 
in the Billy House is described by one of the first Billys, James Lomas, in A Life in the 
Day, reproduced as Annex 3. 
 
During the day, the children spend their mornings at a site in Hammersmith, doing 
school-work under the supervision of two tutors, one to handle years 6 & 7, and one 
to cover years 8, 9, and 10. The second tutor also has responsibility to help the 
children with IT. The American Billy is doing the US curriculum on-line. The children’s 
afternoons are spent in the following schedule: 

Mondays – Dream Ballet or Expressing Yourself rehearsals 
Tuesdays – Pilates and acrobatics 
Wednesdays – ballet, tap or classical clean-up 
Thursdays – (matinee) drama or music 
Fridays – ballet 

 
The “clean-ups” were described to me by Ron Crocker: 

 
I work with the current Billys on an unscheduled rota, giving at least one a 
week a vocal clean-up call. This may be prompted by inaccuracies observed 
in a show-watch or any developments that aren’t helping them physically get 
through the show as vocally efficiently as they can. I also accompany their 
dance clean-up calls if and when they have those.  

 
Every week Erin Brooks meets with the Company Manager (Jackie Morgan), the 
Resident Choreographer (Ian Waller) and the Resident Director (Ryan McBryde) to 
discuss both the needs of the boys and those of the production and how to reconcile 
those needs into a complicated roster of performance scheduling, rehearsals, clean-
up calls and down-time. 
 
With four or five Billys now in rotation, each Billy is in the theatre on average four 
times a week, twice to perform, twice to understudy. They are accompanied at all 
times by chaperones, which Liam Mower – who has played Billy for longer than 
anyone else – has found somewhat tedious: 

 
…all the Billys have a chaperone all the time; you can’t even go to the park or 
the shops without your chaperone. 

(Nigel Reynolds, How real-life Billy Elliot’s dream ended in tears, Daily 
Telegraph, 30 September, 2006.) 

 
This same article – which caused great concern within Working Title for the way it 
twisted the words of its young subject – also talks about homesickness. The 
production team are very sensitive to the need for the children to see their parents 
and siblings as often as possible. While they are in prep school, the boys get home 
every weekend. Ellen Kane explained: 

 
During the rehearsal period they are going home every other weekend; their 
family comes down the alternate weekend. During the last month, [with the 
pressures of opening night] it’s quite tough to let them go home. 
 

Once they are performing, and are living at the Billy House, they are on a rotating 
roster. They make it home once every fortnight. One Billy goes home on a cycle of 
Friday to Tuesday, then the next one goes Wednesday to Friday etc.  



 

 19

When the Billys are at home they are required to attend their home schools. Erin 
Brooks liaises with the schools to explain how the production schedule works, to 
provide progress reports and to co-ordinate the schemes of work which the schools 
provide to help the young performers keep up with their classmates. One of the Billys 
is doing GCSEs, and Erin says: 

 
we are now having to look at his science, and how we outsource that, 
whether we coordinate with his school to do the practical stuff there. 

 
From time to time the house parents, in co-operation with Erin, impose the sorts of 
house rules which are familiar to anyone who has been a parent. In the week I spoke 
with the Billys, they were being asked to submit to an Electronics Free Week: no 
television, radio, iPods, internet or computer games. Phone calls home of course are 
allowed: they speak with their parents every day. Erin told me this week-long ban on 
electronics was to encourage the boys to find different ways of entertaining 
themselves – “hopscotch!” said one Billy sarcastically. They told me one weekly 
house rule requires them to write a weekly letter to their parents.  
 
Duty of care 
 
The Billy Elliot production team take their responsibilities for the children’s welfare 
seriously. One example is their response to a lack of confidence shown by one young 
Billy and illustrates their ability to maintain the fine balance between the needs of the 
production and those of their young cast.  
 
This 12-year old was part of the second cast, and opened in December 2005 (when 
two of the three original Billys left). Within a few months, however, and with the 
American and Oriental Billys rehearsed and ready to go, the decision was made to 
pull him out of the show for a period of refreshment. Erin explained the thinking 
behind the decision: 

 
When he first went in, he went in quite quickly. He himself explains it as 
“pretty rushed”. It was thought: ‘let’s try to prolong his life-span in the show. 
So let’s take him out and do a bit of a clean-up.’ That was the term that was 
used, a technical clean-up. 
 
It was basically looking at his actual performance, but it’s also his confidence, 
his belief in himself. Being younger, he has never felt he was as good as the 
others. That is part of his personality – he’s more shy. When competing with 
the other boys, he’s always been the quieter one of the bunch. It was felt 
important to take him off and build up his stamina, get him more confident 
doing back-flips on stage. Get him more comfortable with doing that; get him 
to believe that he can do that. He’s been off stage for some months now, 
though still working and living with the other Billys. You should see him now – 
now he’s got back-flips down pat. He is still getting his confidence up, the 
feeling that he’s got the knack. His forte is acting: he’s an absolutely amazing 
actor. But he’s always felt that his dancing lacks something compared to the 
others, and things like his stamina and his strength. But he’s looking forward 
to going back in. He’s such a talented little kid, I admire him immensely.  

 
Ellen Kane spent much of the summer working with him and explained it as a health 
and safety issue:  

 
I’m trying to spend time with him to make sure he is strong enough and has 
enough confidence to go back in. Confidence and general commitment to 
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strength. The show is tough, and his tendency is to back away from it. The 
ones who succeed with it are the ones who will attack it and not be afraid of it. 
I know I am notoriously tough, but that’s because they have to be at a certain 
level safety-wise for the show, that is my primary concern. If they’re afraid of it 
then it’s a tall order. But he’s coming along well. 
 

He is now back in the show and is reported to be “very much more confident and 
doing well”, justifying the decision to give him some time out to develop stamina and 
self-belief. 
 
Handling the media 
 
At our initial meeting with senior executive of Working Title, we were told that early 
on it had been decided that the musical would be promoted through the stories of its 
young stars. And Working Title have been diligent in preparing their young stars for 
the impact of the media spotlight. The Billys and their parents are given media 
training workshops to help them cope with the glare of public attention. These 
consisted of short mock interviews to camera followed by analysis and discussion. 
The boys told me that they learned not to answer reporters’ questions with yes or no, 
but to offer a small story which answers the question. They were answering my 
questions that way as well, and it was charming. 
 
An important by-product of teaching the boys to be media savvy and placing them 
front and centre in the marketing campaign, is that the boys have become celebrities 
in their own right, with people coming to see the production multiple times in order to 
see all the Billys perform. The Victoria Palace Theatre gift shop does a good 
business in signed posters of the Billys. There are numerous internet fan websites 
and chat-room where their relative merits are discussed. The impact this can have 
and is having on breaking down the stereotype of the weedy male dancer cannot be 
over-emphasised. These boys are cool, a fact not lost on the 5,000 young people 
who have auditioned (so far) for the role.  
 
After care 
 
The Billy Elliot team realise that their duty of care will continue once the Billys reach 
puberty and leave the show. Of the two Billys who “retired” in 2005, one has started 
at a musical theatre school, which takes pupils from the age of 16. The other is back 
in his secondary school and wants to be in a boy band (!). There have been some 
hiccups with the transition, with the boys finding it difficult to get back into full days of 
classes, after a prolonged period of half-day schooling and half-day skills classes. 
Working Title has covered the costs of a private tutor after school hours to help the 
boys readjust to their school lives. This is an area which deserves careful scrutiny – 
the impact of their professional lives on the boys’ ability to maintain their grades and 
not fall behind their peers back home in their education.  
 
With the final member of the “first cast”, Liam Mower, leaving the show in the autumn 
of 2006 after having been involved with the production since early in 2004, the 
experience gained with the first two has been used to ease his transition. Erin Brooks 
explained to me how this was being done: 

 
With Liam we switched his schedule because having been here for so long, I 
felt he would have a bit of hard time getting back to his normal environment, 
so we changed the lead so he went home on a Sunday until a Thursday and 
he just did the later shows in the week. So he got a longer stint at home, and 
also during school days, so he could get really synched in with school. We 
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started it during the holidays, so he could get synched back in with his family 
in a relaxed environment, and then started the school year, and he got the 
first day of his school year in. 
 

Erin liaises with the parents of the children leaving the show, to discuss the boys’ 
needs and aspirations, letting them know the sorts of opportunities that could be 
available, helping them to get agents. Recognising the potentially stifling and hot-
house nature of Billy House life, they have offered one of the current Billys tuition at 
independent Saturday ballet classes in London, with no connection with the 
production, in order to help him “get outside the Billy environment”.  
 
Managing expectations and disappointment 
 
It is a huge financial gamble, taking so many young children into intensive training, 
but the team have become experts at spotting and nurturing talent. Nonetheless, 
some of the children who train for the roles of Billy, Michael and Debbie, have to be 
told the sad news that they are not cast. Jessica Ronane explained how the children 
were prepared for this eventuality: 

 
I do worry sometimes because these kids set their heart very strongly on 
doing the show and we have to encourage them to look at it as an experience 
and as a process that they can gain something from. Whether or not they do 
the show in the end, they will walk away from this having had a fantastic 
experience and having met lots of very interesting people. It also shows them 
how much they are capable of and other tings may well open up because of 
it. 

(Alison Kirkman, Behind the scenes of Billy Elliot – The Musical, Dancing 
Times Magazine, September 2004) 

 
This was supported by Lynne Page, who told me: 

  
It can be tricky, and really tough. That’s why, the team, especially Jessica 
(Ronane), is really clear all along with the parents, that you can do all the 
training in the world, but there has to be the X-factor, something in the end 
that makes the child incredibly watchable, that makes you fall in love with the 
child. Sometimes somebody can be incredibly competent in all the training, 
but that little bit is missing. And you don’t always know that at the beginning. 
And that’s really hard on the parents. I say to parents – if their boys are going 
to go into this business, the training they are getting at this point is absolutely 
incredible. 

 
Just as with the children who do appear in the production, Jessica Ronane is 
concerned that those who do not make the cut are also introduced to agents and 
casting directors “who were keen to meet children who have come through this 
lengthy process.” 
 
Aspirations of the Billys 
 
Understandably, only the two older Billys of the five with whom I spoke (Colin & Liam) 
had thought much about Life after Billy Elliot. Liam told me “I’d like to go to a drama 
school and learn more about acting and stuff. I want to get into movies.” Colin had 
already done a national tour and a film before moving to the UK to perform Billy and 
had a different perspective:  
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You go to drama school to excel (sic) your career, to get jobs… well we 
already are getting jobs, so I’d like to try without it, and if it doesn’t work out, 
then I’ll go to Juilliard or something like that. Or maybe to university. I’d like to 
try movies now, but when I’m 18 or 19, then I’d like to move to New York and 
do Broadway. I am now in that age when I can do stage. But after this is the 
growing up process, and there are no in-between stage roles – you are either 
a kid or an adult. So I would like to try film in the meantime. 

 
Lessons learnt 
 
Whatever the Billys do afterwards, they have had some of the best musical theatre 
training that money can buy. And whatever the creative team do next, they have had 
the experience of working with enormously talented children.  
 
I asked Ellen Kane, the choreographer, what she had learnt from working with the 
boys: 

 
I have learnt that children are remarkably talented, and you should never 
cater to the lower end of what to expect. Inevitably, it is their determination 
and their naivete to fear, they are fearless. If you encourage that 
fearlessness, and you know that what you are asking of them is possible, and 
not dangerous, you will probably achieve what you want. That is the most 
amazing thing I have learnt. They are each very special in their own way, and 
what they bring. Watching them grow is what makes you quite attached to 
them. You appreciate each of their journeys for who they are and how they 
got there. They are ultimately very special children, there is no doubt about 
that. Each and every one of them, whether they have tap or gymnastics, or 
they are great singers or actors, or they can do it all, they are phenomenally 
talented.  
 
I would say the universal lesson is not to underestimate the skill of the child. It 
is difficult when new adults come into the show, because their first reaction is 
no, the kids are never going to be able to do it, but I know from the 
experience of being here for so long, that they can. Slowly their perception of 
what a child is capable of changes.  
 
This show is such a unique thing, because of the intensity of the work, and 
the choreography being so difficult, it is not child-friendly at all. It is made for 
adults, really. There is no way that you can possibly comprehend or believe 
as an adult professional that what you are watching is being done by a child. 
If you had no experience of the show, and you had just walked in, you would 
say it is impossible. Dancers know that this show is the most phenomenal 
amount of work. It really is tough. And it never stops! 

 
And it shows no sign of stopping. This October the casting team head over to 
Australia and New Zealand to find three Antipodean Billys to begin the training 
regime that will prepare them for opening night in Sydney in January 2008. Also in 
October, the London creative team begin work with their American counterparts to 
workshop the changes needed to transfer the production to Broadway, where it is 
due to open in late 2008.  
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Wider lessons to be learnt 
 
The industry as a whole can learn much from the experience of Working Title in 
finding, training and nurturing the Billy Elliots. With the success of the Harry Potter 
canon, hundreds of children are being used in film; the digital revolution has greatly 
increased the number and range of children’s television programming; the West End 
is awash in successful musicals, many of which (such as Mary Poppins and The 
Sound of Music) employ children, not to mention the panto season. Who can say that 
the good practice observed in this one West End production is being replicated in the 
training and rehearsal rooms of UK theatre, film and television? Child employment 
law is “a very tricky area: the employment of children in theatres is subject to 
prescriptive but incoherent legislation that is urgently in need of reform.” 
(Rupert Christiansen, The Changing Role of Child Actors, Telegraph 21 Sept 2005) 
 
There is a National Network for Child Employment and Entertainment set up to offer 
a national voice to those working in the fields of child employment and entertainment. 
There is even a website for information and advice for parents of performing children 
(notapushymum.com). But there is no professional industry body responsible for 
ensuring that production companies are providing a high standard of care (and 
training) to their young performers. It is important to note that children cannot be 
members of Equity: unions are not permitted to have members under the age of 18.  
Of course these children are future members of Equity so the union should have an 
interest in their welfare. While an argument could be made for a wider focus 
encompassing the film and television sectors, musical theatre places very particular 
demands on young performers. At the very least a code of practice for working with 
children in musical theatre should be developed and overseen by umbrella 
organisations such as (for example) the Theatrical Management Association and the 
Society of London Theatre.   
 
Conclusions 
 
From our examination of the way Working Title has handled the development of its 
child performers in Billy Elliot the Musical, the following conclusions can be drawn: 
 

1. The Billy Elliot creative team have proved that children of talent can front and 
carry a 3-hour West End production 

 
2. They have developed these talents within an ethical framework which 

balances the needs of the children with those of the production: providing a 
nurturing environment for talented children undergoing training and regular 
public performance is good for developing their talents and skills and good for 
business  

 
3. The audition team has also found the balance between the level of 

achievement shown by the child at audition and his potential, by looking for 
children with: energy, potential, a sponge-like ability to learn, stamina, 
concentration, and “backbone” 

 
4. They have proved that children who show early promise of performing talent 

respond well to intensive training in pursuit of a goal that interests them 
 

5. While this individualised training represents an enormous investment in both 
time and money, it is yielding such impressive results due to the skills of the 
creative team in first identifying these youngsters and providing the correct 
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mix of teachers and technique to bring them to a professional standard in an 
incredibly short period of time 

 
6. Having have been pleasantly surprised by the precocity of the children’s 

abilities and achievements, the creative team have learned not to under-
estimate talented children 

 
7. The training is as effective as it is because it is tailored specifically to the 

developing needs of each individual boy – and represents personalised 
learning at its best.  

 
8. Just as with the film, the stage role of Billy Elliot is encouraging the 

breakdown in social stereotypes; it is becoming cool for boys to dance and 
the number of fan websites and chat-rooms provide evidence of increasing 
support for boys being involved in musical theatre 

 
9. The extensive auditioning throughout the country can have the impact of 

sparking renewed dedication in dance class by the dozens of boys each year 
who do not make it through the audition – this time 

 
10. Because singing and music are not part of the National Curriculum, even 

talented children do not have the opportunity to find out whether they have an 
aptitude in this area, do not know the sound of their own singing voice and 
are unable to sing a song when asked 

 
Recommendations for future study 
 
This report suggests a number of interesting studies to follow up: 
 

1. Tracking the retiring Billys, Michaels & Debbies into future training, education 
and employment 

 
2. Tracking the future training, education and employment paths of those 

children who underwent the training but were not ultimately cast 
 

3. Conduct a questionnaire of performers and their parents to develop guidance 
material for Working Title and NAGTY on the identification and training of 
talented youth and their education and pastoral care needs  

 
4. What can we learn about qualities, traits and other variables which are 

additional to innate ability in these young performers? How significant might 
“task commitment” be for instance? This could be achieved through a survey 
of those employed by Working Title and a sample of those not successful but 
talented 

 
5. Based on the lessons learnt from this study, widen the focus to include all 

children working in the West End and touring productions by undertaking a 
Code of Practice for Working with Children in Musical Theatre  
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Jon Finn (producer) 
Angela Morrison (Working Title Executive Producer)  
Rebecca Quigley (Billy London General Manager) 

16 May 

Rebecca Quigley  
Jessica Ronane (children’s casting director) 

13 June 

Julian Webber (associate director) 
Jessica Ronane 
Lynne Page (training co-ordinator),  
Ron Crocker (children’s musical director) 

16/17 
September 

 
Interviews 2006  
 
Mary Hammond (vocal coach) 24 July 
Ellen Kane (production choreographer) 27 July 
Lynne Page (training choreographer)  28 July 
Jessica Ronane  1 August 
Auditionees/parents at Exeter 16 September 
Erin Brooks (pastoral care) 27 September 
Current Billys: Colin Bates, Matthew Koon, Dean Maguire,  
 Liam Mower & Travis Yates 
 (on leave – Leon Cook & Layton Williams) 

27 September 

Jessica Ronane 11 October 
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Appendix 1: Minding Billy Elliot 
 

From Cueline, Stage Management Association, January 2006 Barbara Eifler 
 

The musical after the film opened in May to critical acclaim after a record-busting six 
weeks of previews and after sensationally postponing the first preview by a week to 
allow the kids to be as ready as they could be without getting too tired or stressed. 
So how did they get there and how have they got on since the opening? 
 
On 30th November an SMA members’ meeting was kindly hosted by Billy Elliot stage 
manager Ian Hunter at the Victoria Palace and children featured strongly in his 
talk…. 
 
There are fifteen children needed for the show – three principals (Billy, his friend 
Michael and Debbie, the ‘head’ ballet girl and daughter of the ballet teacher), two 
supernumerary children and ten ballet girls. Altogether there are three teams of 
fifteen and for each show there is an additional set of principals standing by. If for 
some reason one of the supernumeraries or ballet girls cannot finish the show, the 
show can cope with less; but it must have a full complement of principals.  
 
So eighteen children, i.e. under sixteens, are in the theatre every night and it’s been 
very tricky finding accommodation for everybody (there are also 28 adult cast and 3 
swings). The children have to have separate dressing-rooms, toilets and showers (as 
well as quick-change areas) from the adults and also separate ones for boys and 
girls; and all that with the limited amount of space (and sanitary facilities) available in 
West End theatres. A whole floor of the SL block of dressing rooms is closed off for 
them. 
 
Five chaperones look after the children during rehearsals and shows – there is one 
‘head’ chaperone who organises their schedule and liaises with Ian and the CM. The 
chaperones each have a plot for the show, depending on what child they are 
supervising; they escort them from the dressing-rooms to their entrance to the stage 
(though they don’t accompany them onto stage as they do in the Mary Poppins’ flying 
nursery piece), are present during quick-changes, pick them up again from their exit 
and take them back to the dressing-room. 
 
Val, one of the chaperones, joined Ian to talk to us, and they agreed that despite the 
apparently rigid set of rules, there is flexibility in the guidance provided by the Local 
Authorities. What is paramount is that the well-being of the child is being considered, 
and put first, at all times.  
 
Chaperones apply to obtain a licence from their Local Authority (LA) where they live. 
This involves a fully enhanced Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) check and an 
interview with the LA. The council, on granting the licence, will issue the chaperone 
with their guidelines which are to some extent open to interpretation and differ from 
one Local Authority to another (each has their own take on the legislation). For the 
children, their parents apply for licences to their LAs where they live which will then 
issue them with their guidance. So on this show, potentially there could be fifty (3x 15 
kids + 5 chaperones) different councils and therefore guidelines to reconcile whilst 
rehearsing and performing! Plus Westminster presumably where the theatre is based 
and whose inspectors are the ones doing the unannounced spot checks now and 
then….. 
 
The ‘Billys’ started aged 12 with the project, two years before the show opened – 
they were schooled in ballet, tap, street dance and gymnastics. There is a continuous 
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casting process (which takes about eight months) for ‘Billy’ through an academy set 
up especially in Leeds. Of the three original ones, the oldest one (now 15) has now 
left as his voice broke; also, children are only supposed to be in a show for six 
months under the terms of the licence, though it can be extended and it is 
permissible for this ex-Billy to come back, for instance, to cover a gap. 
 
Ian himself has spent the last few years in the corporate field (as well as large events 
– he was one of the Athens Olympics team last year). Worried about getting bored, 
he was reluctant to come back to theatre, but feels that this isn’t a danger on this 
particular production!  
 
For a start, it isn’t one show – it is three different ones. Every Billy has their own 
show, so much so that there are three different prompt books. If a Billy swops mid-
performance, the DSM has to jump to a different set of cues… Yet another nail in the 
coffin of the computerised prompt desk, then. 
 
Initially, the idea was to have the same show, but as the original Billys had such 
different qualities (one very balletic, one very acrobatic, one very cheeky chappie), it 
became obvious very quickly that that wasn’t going to work. However, the ‘skeleton’ 
of the show is the same – so that a mid-show change can be accomplished without 
half the set or cast or costumes being in completely the wrong place. 
 
Scheduling must take up the Company Manager’s entire time, even if she does have 
a clever spreadsheet to assist: the Billys never do two consecutive shows – so on 
matinee days, the evening principals cover the afternoon ones, and vice versa. The 
ballet girls and supernumeraries, on the other hand, can do two consecutive shows; 
and they alternate doing two or three shows a week….. 
 
The children are between 8 and 15 years old – that’s a wide age range, so different 
rules apply, for instance, for how many hours a day they are allowed to work – 9 ½ 
for the over-12s, ‘only’ 7 or 8 for the 8-year olds. 12 of the children are from outside 
London and live in one house in South Kensington, cared for by a completely 
separate set of house mothers. One of the lessons learnt on this show is that this 
means the children spend too much time in each other’s company. Accommodation 
is set to change in the future, maybe to smaller units which would allow parents to 
come and stay more easily (rather than in a hotel). 
 
The non-residential children travel up to 1 ½ hrs each way to do the show. All the 
children get handed over at the Stage Door at 6.15 pm (if they haven’t been 
rehearsing as well). No parents ever come backstage, so the chaperones or Ian have 
almost no contact with them; the brunt of that is carried by the CM. 
 
It has happened several times that the ‘cover’ Billy went on, and twice Billy had to be 
changed during the show, one of those times in the middle of Act I – so the DSM 
changed book and everybody changed show. According to Ian, the audience didn’t 
notice a thing….. However, once the second Billy is on, they are very exposed – if 
something happens to him and he cannot carry on, the show would have to stop: it 
cannot be run without a Billy. 
 
In addition to work, the children also have school – or tutoring for those away from 
home. This takes place at their house for three hours every morning. But anything 
extracurricular – as, for example, the time when Elton John flew the entire cast and 
crew to the South of France for a party for a day, yes, everybody: including stage 
door keeper, flyman, dressers – is entirely up to the parents to sanction, the Local 
Authority has no say. 
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As you might gather from the inclusivity of the above party (somewhat rare in West 
End terms), this is Working Title’s first foray into theatre as they’re film producers first 
and foremost. They are therefore less burdened with preconceptions about how 
things should be done – which is refreshing - , but on occasion they might also not 
know common shortcuts, so there have been pros and cons. 
 
It is, however, due to the children that so many working practices have had to be 
rethought and so much about this show is different. Children not only have different 
rules from the adults about working hours and breaks, but also simply have a 
different attention span and stamina. This can be very frustrating for the creative 
team when progress seems incredibly slow and it is difficult to build up a momentum 
in rehearsals.  
 
Moreover, the kids’ schedules are at odds with the adults’ ones not just on a day-to-
day level, but over the longer term, too. Adults have now been under contract for a 
year, so the second cast has just opened. The kids, on the other hand, can only do 
six month stints, plus one Billy was lost even before that due to breaking voice. In 
other words, rehearsals never ever cease. Since the opening in May, Ian and his 
team have been waiting for the show to ‘bed in’.  
 
Though technically things, as expected, have settled down: the first preview was 3 ½ 
hours long – now the show runs at about 3 hours; the automation which powers 
about 70% of the performance is working well with only one three-minute show-stop 
in the last four months; and despite the big set pieces, this isn’t really a technical 
show: no sudden complex scene changes or vast amounts of props. Directed more in 
the style of a film, the show glides gracefully from one scene to the next. 
 
But cast-wise, settling in is still eagerly awaited. During the entire 6 weeks of 
previews, the show was changed every day. After the opening night there was one 
week’s grace – one week. Then understudy rehearsals started, followed immediately 
by rehearsals for the new Billy, then came the second adult cast, whereupon it’s the 
turn of the next Billy… And the end of the adults’ contracts won’t correspond to those 
of the kids’ for the foreseeable future – so more of this lies ahead.  
 
It follows a two month initial rehearsal time at 3 Mills Island Studios in Bow which 
took place on a full mock-up of the set (yes, it’s a first by Ian, too). Particularly big 
and expensive was the set piece representing Billy’s house and Ian found it hard to 
man rehearsals as you beded almost a full crew to change a scene over and the SM 
team were covering three different spaces between them. Billy’s house now comes 
up from under the stage on a corkscrew revolve and is 3 metres high. This means 
they had to excavate beneath the substage of the Victoria Palace which is only 2.5 m 
deep. News to Ian was that digging anywhere in London involved obtaining 
permission from the Ministry of Defence – luckily granted.  
 
The SM team consists of Ian, one DSM and 3 ASMs (one of whom is bookcover, 
though it will be two in the future); the No 1 automation operator is also counted as 
on Ian’s team, and the No 2 is actually classified as ‘technical ASM’ and therefore 
has effectively become an SM swing. Now they work about 55 to 70 hours a week; 
during the 3 production weeks it was in the high 70s to 90 hours a week. It’s an 
Equity agreed buy-out where they go into overtime over 50 hours a week; erm, yes 
that clearly means all the time. 
 
To add to the rehearsal headache, they were, and are, rehearsing three different 
shows; they tech-ed everything three times (though the associate directors could 
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obviously prepare the 2nd and 3rd cast in view of what was happening during the first 
tech). This means, too, that the adult cast have to have a lot of patience! 
 
The financial implications of so many rehearsals, so many kids and associated 
additional staff and maintaining year-round rehearsal rooms within ten minutes walk 
of Victoria (they simply cannot afford to be further away in terms of making best use 
of the time with the children) are enormous and this must have been a very costly 
show to open – and to keep running. 
 
Furthermore, to cover all eventualities, ALL cast and ALL staff working on the show, 
including subcontractors and freelance scene-painters or carpenters, follow-spotters, 
anyone working even one day on the fit-up, front-of-house and backstage, had a 
CRB check done – not only does this take an enormous amount of time, it is also 
very expensive. 
 
The CRB checks were the real news, undertaken in consequence of the new 
Children’s Act 2004. If this becomes the norm on any theatre productions featuring 
children (as no doubt insurance and litigation-conscious producers will feel it must), it 
will be quite an additional administrative and financial burden. I wonder therefore 
whether SOLT/TMA are considering becoming an umbrella organisation through 
which checks can be done (this makes it considerably more affordable) to ease the 
burden on their members.  
 
I also wonder whether in future it might be a selling-point for stage managers to have 
such a check done regularly – in which case maybe the SMA or Equity should 
become umbrella organisations, so that members can easily and affordably add this 
‘tick’ to their CVs. CRB checks are valid for a number of years and cost around £30 
through an umbrella organisation, as opposed to in the hundreds if undertaken 
individually. 
 
There is more, so much more I could tell you, as Ian readily confessed to finding it 
difficult to stop talking once he’s started. Certainly boredom has not yet come into it 
in the 6 months they’ve been running; but just in case he’s taking a 3-month-
sabbatical to work on the Winter Olympics in Turin, Italy! 
 
The SM Team are: 
Jackie Morgan – Company Manager 
Ian Hunter – Stage Manager 
Pandora Elrington – DSM (SM whilst Ian off to Italy) 
John Caswell – becomes DSM during Ian’s sabbatical 
Sian McBride – Automation No1 
Tiffany Horton – ASM/Bookcover 
Donald Ross – ASM 
James Anderton – ASM 
Malcolm Tilley – Technical ASM 
 
The Chaperones are: 
Jimmy Harrison – Lead Chaperone 
Valerie Coombes – attended the meeting 
Kim Allen 
Lorna Harrington 
Leigh Harrington 
Beattie McIver 
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Appendix 2: Finding Billy by Jessica Ronane 
 

From Billy Elliot the Musical programme notes 
 
Billy Elliot The Musical was never going to be an easy show to cast and that 
message was made very clear in October 2003 when I first met Stephen Daldry and 
Jon Finn. They were in the early stages of transferring their film to stage and 
explained that they had to find out if any boys existed who could take on the 
demanding lead role. Knowing the difficulty they’d had finding Jamie Bell for the film 
and that the role was to be even more challenging on the stage, I began work as 
Children’s Casting Director with some trepidation. 
 
Three boys were needed to play the role of Billy, another three for Michael and three 
girls for Debbie – all to come from the North of England. Billy had to dance, not just 
ballet, everything. Michael had to tap. They all needed to sing and for the boys, 
unbroken voices were preferred. We had to find children who didn’t usually attend 
auditions and maybe hadn’t performed before. 
 
They would have to be focused, determined, gritty and real. Our aim was to organise 
a nationwide search to meet every child who wanted to audition and our hope was to 
make sure than no talented child was left undiscovered. It was to be quite a mission, 
a long process and that was exciting and daunting. 
 
We decided that to find the kids we required would need a personal approach and so 
worked region by region, talking about the project to dance schools and teachers. We 
did not want to limit our search to children who were already in dance training. All of 
the authorities we approached were tremendously helpful and advised us where to 
go to find clubs and groups who worked with the most sporty and enthusiastic kids. 
Through November, December and January we met hundreds of talented 
youngsters, but didn’t find anyone who had all the skills we needed. 
 
The film had made a huge difference in opening the possibility of dance to many 
boys but it became clear very quickly that there was still a stigma attached to boys 
dancing, especially ballet. We decided that if we couldn’t find kids who were already 
dancers then we had to be prepared to find the energy and potential required and put 
the children into training. A daunting challenge given that the level of ballet and tap 
Peter Darling (Choreographer) required was very high. 
 
Julian Webber (Associate Director) would conduct the auditions which were held in 
Leeds, Manchester, Newcastle, Glasgow, Nottingham and London. We asked some 
children we’d met on our travels to come along but mainly the day was filled with kids 
who were prepared to queue from early in the morning. Prior to the actual audition 
we briefed the children about what would happen in the room and encouraged them 
to have fun and enjoy themselves. 
 
During the auditions they went from energetic acting games to highly disciplined 
dance routines and we fought to discover as much as possible in the limited time. 
 
One of the main objectives with our final few children from each audition was to 
prepare them for the next one. To guide them in terms of what we needed but to 
somehow help maintain balance as disappointment lurked just around the corner. We 
endeavoured to update the parents at teach stage, to warn them of the incredibly 
long journey ahead and told the boys to work hard but not pin everything on getting 
the role. We warned of the possible months of training that could follow and 
addressed the families’ ability to cope with the many pressures this would bring. Most 
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of all, we told them the one thing that was fact – that these boys were amazing and 
had managed to soften and humble even the toughest of our team. 
 
Most boys would go through four to six auditions before they would have met the 
entire creative and production team, which took months. We had to make crucial 
decisions about these children and their training and there was so much to learn. At 
what age does a boy’s voice break? How quickly can a child who has never taken a 
ballet class plausibly pass an audition for the Royal Ballet School? It was unknown 
territory and the over-riding feeling was each child was different and no rules applied. 
 
The training was an investment we felt necessary not only for Billy Elliot but because 
the boys we found were so exceptional. Whether or not they were eventually cast in 
the production we believed they deserved access to the professional guidance they 
may not otherwise find. This was a tricky message to convey but one that was so 
important for the children to grasp. 
 
Choreographically the show would allow for the Billys to be entirely unique. Peter 
Darling and his team worked at length, deciphering their individual strengths and 
physical capabilities – discovering the movement that would most make them shine. 
 
Our final few boys were attending classes each evening in their home towns but the 
need for the fast track training led us to start our own weekend school. Boys are 
normally outnumbered in dance classes, however during their training for the show 
they had a chance to meet and train with other boys which we felt was a very positive 
thing. 
 
The school was set up in Leeds because it was the geographical centre for the 
families of our final ten boys. It also helped that the dance scene there is impressive 
and varied. We met fantastic teachers who were willing to move their professional 
commitments in order to become involved. The timetable ensured the boys received 
expert training in every discipline and this proved very effective. It was a huge 
pleasure to watch the boys grow in strength and confidence. A member of the team 
would visit each weekend and we eagerly awaited each others’ reports. So much 
exciting work was taking place and the boys made friends and supported one 
another through the rigorous schedule. Their frustration when trying to grasp a new 
step or song would soon turn to delight when it was mastered and then perfected. 
Their struggles and successes meant that the time at the school was full of emotional 
highs and lows which we tried our best to guide them through. 
 
Once it was time to make our decisions and select the first three Billys the creative 
team decamped to Leeds to spend a week with the final boys and their families. 
 
Naturally we were painfully aware of the physical and emotional investment they had 
made to reach this crucial stage and it was a tough time for them as all the work 
they’d been doing over the last months was scrutinised by so many of us. 
 
After a long day they would let off steam enjoying each other’s company whilst we’d 
settle around a table t talk through the day’s work. We had some lovely moments 
such as celebrating one of the boy’s birthdays all together and partying into the night. 
We had to get to know the children very well and it was a joy to spend so much time 
with them. 
 
There was a lot to consider when choosing the final three and in making the decision 
we had to put aside our fondness for the families and children even though the 
thought of saying goodbye to any of these boys hit us hard – it was torturous. 
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In the end all the children were incredibly quick to congratulate the boys who were 
chosen to play Billy and we then concentrated on introducing the others to agents 
and casting directors who were keen to meet children who’d come through this 
lengthy process. 
 
Our search will continue and hopefully we will meet more and more boys whose 
dedication leads to breaking the mould in dance. For boys to dance well they have to 
be athletes, strong and powerful. We believe in looking for Billy we happen to have 
met the ‘coolest’ boys ever whose stamina and resilience are to be only admired and 
respected. 
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Appendix 3: A Life in the Day 
 

From Lomas, J. (2005, May 1). A Life in the Day. Sunday Times. 
 
James Lomas 
Interview: Ann McFerran 
 
The 15-year-old is one of three actors alternating in the starring role of Billy Elliot at 
London's Victoria Palace theatre. The show opens on May 11. James lives in 
Sheffield with his mother, Cathy, a hairdresser, his father, Pete, a steelworker, and 
his brother, Adam, 18 
 
"My mum usually wakes me with a kiss, at home, saying: "Come on — get up." For 
Billy Elliot I live in a special house in east London with the other two Billys, and I 
wake with my alarm at 7am. If I'm doing the evening show, it'll be 9.  

I missed my mum a lot when I first came to London to rehearse, and I always call her 
first thing and at the end of the day on my mobile. Often she's still in bed, because 
she's resting after an operation on her shoulder. She's a hairdresser, so it's important 
it gets better. But now she's that bored, sitting in the house alone. 

First thing, I have a shower and put on a tracksuit. Then we — the three Billys, 
Debbies and Michaels — go downstairs for breakfast and have a laugh. There's 
loads to eat, and you can have whatever you want. I usually have just cereal and 
toast. Since we've become the three Billys, me, George and Liam are a bit like 
brothers. We're always singing at meal times — at tea at night, there's not been one 
time when we haven't been singing songs from the show and pop songs. 

I've been dancing since I was little. When I was seven our family went to Tenerife, 
and I started to dance outside a bar. The bar owner gave me a massive pack of 
lollies and asked me to come back the next day, because everyone was coming to 
his bar to see me dance. Then at home, every time the film Billy Elliot came on I'd 
say to my mum: "How did he get to do that?" But she didn't know. For ages and ages 
I wanted to be the boy who was Billy Elliot. 

At comprehensive I did some school plays. I told a friend I wanted to act in the West 
End, and he told me I needed to dance properly. I told my mum: "I want to be a 
dancer." "Pardon?" she said. Then she got the Yellow Pages and found Sharon 
Berry's dance studio. I was the only boy in a class of girls, just like in Billy Elliot. But I 
didn't care. And unlike in the show, the girls weren't mean to me. 

It was my dance teacher, Mrs Berry, who saw an article about the auditions for Billy 
Elliot. She told my mum I should go. There were long, long queues for the audition, 
then I was told: "Right, put on your ballet shoes!" I was like: "Oh my God!" I'd never 
done ballet. The boy next to me was so good, doing proper positions. I just copied 
him. After, they said: "How long have you been doing ballet, James?" "Never," I said. 

There's lots of me that's like Billy Elliot, but there's lots that isn't. Like my family isn't 
from a mining village, and unlike Billy's dad, who doesn't want Billy to dance, my dad 
is very proud of me. He and my mum came to London to see me the first time I did it 
on stage, and we all stayed in a hotel near the theatre. 

Now we're into final rehearsals. We break after every hour and 15 minutes for a rest, 
then lunch is between 1.30 and 2.30. The house-mother gives us salad, crisps, 



 

 35

oranges and yoghurt. The first time I did Billy before an audience I had pasta for 
lunch, because I was told that would give me energy. That day I wasn't that nervous, 
because Stephen [Daldry, the director] said to me: "Just enjoy it. Have a laugh." He 
told me the audience would help and he was right. But standing in the wings, my 
nerves started kicking in. 

When I first went on stage, I was so scared I was shaking. But the audience cheered 
after the first song and I felt better. Now I don't so much worry about getting some 
scenes right: it's just how exhausting it all is. When Billy dances for his dad I do a 
back-flip on a trampoline and land on the floor. The show may not look tiring, but it is 
so, so knackering. The first times I did it, I felt like I was going to faint, but now I'm 
really getting into it. 

Billy Elliot says: "When you're dancing, you go into your own world, you forget about 
everything and just enjoy dancing." That's me too. My favourite scene is me and 
Ashley, who plays Michael, singing Express Yourself. The me/Billy character is 
thinking about going to ballet school, and the Ashley/ Michael character is getting me 
to dress up in girl's clothes. It's just like you and your best mate messing about. We'd 
done it so often, the jokes were lost. But the audience were hysterical laughing. So 
we were: "That's cool!" In the interval I'm that knackered I go upstairs to the dressing 
room, lie down and drink loads of water. At the end of the show, Billy's dead mum 
comes in, and there's this music which always made me cry in rehearsals. The first 
time I did it on stage I could hear lots of the audience sniffling away. My own real 
mum was crying too. 

Later, when I saw Liam doing that bit in the show, I realised how lucky I am being in a 
West End musical. When I took my first bow as Billy Elliot, the audience roared. They 
even stood up. I couldn't stop smiling. Mum and Dad were called up on stage and we 
all had a tearful hug. 

At the stage door there were hundreds of people all shouting and chucking their 
programmes at me to sign autographs, which I've never done before. Stephen says 
to me: "Hurry up, James, you're stopping the traffic!" Billy Elliot has changed my life. 
I've been on TV and I've met people I never thought I'd meet: Sharon and Kelly 
Osbourne, Brian McFadden, and Elton John, who did the music. He was really nice 
and gave us Billys cameras. I was really chuffed. 

I get a taxi after the show at 10.30. It's lights out between 11 and 11.30. In bed, I try 
to get to sleep as quick as I can, because I know I've got a big day next day. I can't 
wait to do Billy Elliot all over again." 
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