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Rough

diamonds
who became
Supremes

As a Motown documentary hits cinemas,
Mary Wilson tells Craig McLean how it felt
to be in the biggest girl band of the 1960s

ith make-up

applied, wig in

place and hip-

shaking figure

cosseted inside a

soul-queen frock,
it’s difficult to believe Mary Wilson is a
75-year-old grandmother.

The singer, standing in a television
studio in wést London, is about to go
live on Good Morning America, where
she will be unveiled as a contestant on
Dancing with the Stars (the US version
of Strictly Come Dancing).

“My daughter Turkessa, my son
Pedrico and my 11 grandchildren are
so thrilled that I'm in Dancing with the

 Stars,” she tells the perma-tanned
hosts. “Finally, Grandma is cool!”

Laughter from the studio audience
in America filters down the line - the
Jjoke being, of course, that Wilson was
cool decades before her first child was
even born. As a founding member of
The Supremes, Wilson dominated the
charts on both sides of the Atlantic
between 1964 and 1970 with hits such
as Where Did Our Love Go?, Baby Love,
Stop! In The Name of Love, You
Can’t Hurry Love and You
Keep Me Hangin’ On. In the

_annals of pop, The
Supremes are one of the
most successful girl groups
of all time.

But Wilson didn’t make

singer features in a new documentary
about the record label, Hitsville: The
Making of Motown. She also talks
fondly about the hit factory in a new
book, Supreme Glamour, a sumptuous
coffee-table tome that tells the story:of
The Supremes: how 17-year-old girls in
home-made brown shifts (their band
was then called The Primettes) ended
up as pop queens, clad in dazzling
haute couture, by the end of the 1960s.
“We’d go in to record a song, then
we’d have to go into different classes.
And [Maxine] Powell [Motown’s
resident stylist] would say: ‘You ladies
are just diamonds in the rough, and
we’re here to polish you’ Woah, that
was kinda interesting, right?” Wilson
remarks, lips pursing, eyebrows
shooting to the ceiling of the meeting
room in which we’re sitting. °
“And then we had Mr Cholly Atkins,

our choreographer. He taught us all the
hand movements. Then, Maurice King,
he was really wonderful. You know
how Gladys Knight and the Pips and
The Temptations and us always had
monologues? Maurice, who was [also]
the band leader, would write out these
really eloquent passages for us to say
in the middle of the songs.”
Motown, then, invested in the
best of the best? Wilson nods.
“Artist development was
comprised of all of these

different lessons from

the years, the polish concealed deep
fissures.

As the group became successful,
Ross fought to establish herself as the
lead singer and force Wilson and
Ballard into the background. She
began an affair with Motown founder
Berry Gordy and would double-cross
her bandmates by slipping into a
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Culture-quake: producer Berry Gordy with (left to right) Florence Ballard, Mary W|Ison and Diana Ross, in 1965; left, W|Ison today

She has more than made up for her
paltry takings in the first five years of
The Supremes - she now prefers to
focus on the positives. “We created
history”

The actress Whoopi Goldberg, in
her foreword to Supreme Glamour,
recalls how The Supremes “made [her]
head explode” when they found

majestic, an emissary of black fo]ks,
who also came from the projects...
look back and wonder if they had any
idea that they taught me and a new
generation the pride of being black.”

I ask Wilson: did you have any idea?

“No! We were just being ourselves,
using the gifts that God gave us. We
were just enjoying ourselves. I can’t

I

Wllson with Tom Jones in Las Vegas, 1971

two very famous men: Tom Jones, with
whom she had an affair (the two would
fly all over the world to meet each
other); and Steve McQueen, whom she
met at a party hosted by Motown’s
publicity director, Bob Jones, and dated
for four months. She also knew
Michael Jackson very well, as a fellow
Motown artist. Was she surprised by
the allegations of child abuse made in
this year’s film, Leaving Neverland?

“I was surprised, sure,” she says.
“Because that’s not what I knew. It’s
like anybody else - you don’t know
what they do in their bedroom. But I
had no idea, and would never have
thought that. I'm sorry if that was true.
Really sorry.

“But he was a great young man. My
adopted son and he were very close,
and Diane’s brother, Chico, because
they were the same age. They’d go out
and play together, just like any other

‘We don't ring up to say
“Girl, what’s happening?”
We're like distant cousins
who don't see each other’

little kids. In fact when I saw him at the
World Music Awards he came up and
asked: ‘Mary, how is Willie?’” she says,

: -y impersonating Jackson’s helium-high
% whisper. “That’s what I remember””
. ;‘ = Wilson’s involvement with Dancing
4 E with the Stars turns out to be brief; she
Y js the first contestant to be eliminated

E (leaving behind Christie Brinkley,
Dawson’s Creek actor James Van Der

" & Beek, and, improbably, former White

House press secretary Sean Spicer,
among others). But one suspects her
100-watt radiance will not be dimmed.

“How did three little black teenage
girls from Detroit, Michigan, become
the most beloved and biggest-selling
female singing music trio in music
history?” she asks at the beginning of
Supreme Glamour. “It came down to
one mutual thing that we had in our
hearts: we dared to dream.”




- Here, it’s left to us to draw parallels:

much money during that %\ people who were °
period. When Diana Ross former performers.
left the groupin1970 We learnt from
-and Wilson took over real

the accounts, she professionals,
discovered she had just ) who'd béen
$100,000 to show for out there
the hits. Motown had working for
been their lawyers and years, on the
their managers, and the Chitlin Circuit we
founding members - called it, the black
Wilson and Florence [nightclub]
Ballard - had just been market”
young girls with no The result was
experience of business. a global culture-
Not that Wilson quake. Of course,
‘harbours any ill will as biographies
towards Motown. The have revealed over

different dress from theirs at the last
minute, to set herself apart on stage.
Another alleged ruse was to stretch
out her hands when they were live on
TV to obscure Ballard and Wilson’s
faces. (One has to wonder whether it is
coincidence that, on the cover of
Wilson’s new book, Wilson and
Ballard’s faces are clearly visible and it
is Ross who is looking down, her face
obscured by her hair.).

“We did lose our lustre,” is all
Wilson will say about this feud now.
“We're always sisters. But we’re not
friends in terms of picking [up the
phone] and saying: ‘Girl, guess what’s
happening today?’ We're like distant
cousins who don’t see each other.”

Wishy-washy adaptation of 1980s
film classic needs to turn up heat

Theatre

My Beautiful
Laundrette

Curve, Leicester; touring .

1. 8. 8.8.8

ByDominic Cavendish
T he title of Hanif Kureishi’s new

collection of essays, published

this week, is What Happened?
That question might well be asked of
Rureishi’s new stage version of his
Eighties-defining film, which proves a
surprising stinker.

It’s hard to overstate what a tnumph 2
My Beautiful Laundrette (1985) was for
Rureishi and director Stephen Frears,
It made a star, too, of Daniel Day-Lewis
as Johnny Burfoot, the brooding white
bovver boy who becomes the partner,
in more ways than one, of a British
Pakistani former school pal called
Omar Ali (PYayed on screen with lovely
docile charm by Gordon Warnecke)
after the pair get drawn into making a
go of a launderette.

« Spinning Kureishi’s own
experiences into fictional form, the
film is soaked with period detail and
loaded to the max with insights about
the tensions and opportunities of
emerging multicultural Britain. For
many of those watching it (especially
those coming of age in the turbulent
Thatcher era), seeing near-forbidden
gay love blossom across a fraught racial
divide was a revelation, and read like a
political message of hope. Small
wonder that the film retains a huge
claim on attention and affection.’

There was a different theatrical
adaptation by other hands in the early
Noughties, specifically updated for the
Blair era, making much of the
increased xenophobia at the time.

Johnny’s entourage snarls with fury;
this seething underclass fears for the

:

Erotic frisson: Jonny Fines as Johnny and Omar Malik as Omar add a dose of excitement

future and wonders if the far Right will
one day be ascendant,

Yet aside from some notable (and
pertinent) emphases in the script here
- bringing out especially the anguish of
Omar’s cousin Tania, who rejects the
religious submission of her mother’s
life - the evening feels like a clunking
recycling of scenes handled far better
on celluloid. ; .

The supposed major scoop of
Nikolai Foster’s production is the
sprinkling of music composed - and
borrowed from thieir back-catalogue -
by the Pet Shop Boys. Aside from the .
fact that the pop duo took off from
1985 onwards (so some of the hits
includéd sound anachronistic), the
material barely gets a look-in, or
listen-in; those synths stir nostalgic
delight and apt melancholy, but boy do
we need more, or fuller inclusion.

Another supposed boon - playing
Omar’s bed-bound, forlorn father - is
Warnecke himself. There’s so much
rigmarole attached to getting that bed
on and off, his appearance doesn’tdo
him many favours, and elsewhere
some of the acting is on a level with a

weak daytime soap. The design has the
cluttered look of a filled skip: lots of
overhanging rigging and lighting,
tokenistic rows of washing machines.
The saving grace are the two leads
- fittingly handsome, and handsomely
fit: Jonny Fines as Johnny and Omar
Malik as Omar. Although they remain
in the shadow of their better screen
counterparts, their toned torsos
redeem the ugly surroundings and they
bring out the erotic frisson of mutual
fascination. The reciprocal character
development has the potential to work
really well on stage - the alienated
white youth softening, and his equally
rootless Asian friend getting tougher.
When the script finds time to
breathe, and there’s room for
suggestive physicality, the
temperature starts to rise. But it’s all
too fitful. Soap bubbles galore rain -
down on'the pair at the end but even
that feelgood shower of suds can’t
rescue this dud.

Until Oct 5. Tickets: 0116 242 3595;
curveonline.co.uk; then tours

success. "[Alll those gowns, all those
pantsuits, all those caps, gloves, furs,
the make-up, the eyelashes, the wigs...
made me believe they were talking to
me. I too could be well-spoken, tall,

speag1o0r rlorence and Liane, butas i ——

got a little older, I realised, ‘Yeah, we
did touch other lives’. And not just
women. Men, too.”

Wilson herself touched the lives of ¥

is in cinemas from today

Supreme Gfamour (Thames & Hudson) is
out now. Hitsville: The Making of Motown

 Wina lrlp to MoSEw 10 ;
('olel)rdtc the Bolshon Py iffff.;_,;_
Ballet's cinema s cason|

You could win a pan of tickets to see Swan Lake
performed by the Bolshoi Ballet, plus a four-night L LS
stay in Moscow courtesy of Trafalgar Releasing. h

- Terms and conditlons apply.

To enter, visit
telegraph.co.uk/go/moscow
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