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INTRO TAPE

This book is dedicated to Ozzy and Sharon, Michael and Lynn, my dad, Billy, and mum, Linda, and Elicia and Nicola.

The women win, 5–3. No need for extra time or penalties.





FOREWORD BY JACK OSBOURNE

August 7, 2025

I’M WRITING THIS FOREWORD on a flight back to Los Angeles, having just left my family home in Buckinghamshire, England. Before heading to the airport, I half joked with my mum, “This might be the worst trip home ever.”

We had just laid my dad to rest, and the weight of that moment hung heavy in the air. Walking out of the house for the last time on that visit felt surreal. The familiar walls, the quiet rooms, the reality that I would not see my father back in LA, and the faces of people who had come to pay their respects were still fresh in my mind as I stepped outside. Waiting in the driveway was the car that would take me to Heathrow. Behind the wheel was Stephen Rea.

Stephen showed up at the house within hours of my arriving in England the day after my father passed. I’d last seen him only eighteen days earlier at the Back to the Beginning concert in Birmingham, England—my father’s final show. On July 5, Stephen was buzzing around with a huge smile on his face, full of life, working. Doing whatever needed doing. This time, it was completely different. The house was full of people crying, flowers were showing up, letters were piling in, the house felt like chaos as we made the preparations for my father’s funeral. Stephen was one of a very small circle of people that came to support us. He was in the corner, eyes red from crying, but in true Irish fashion, he never let it show in front of us. He was there to help, to be a friend, to help us hold it together, to serve my family when we needed it most. My mum had lost her husband. My siblings and I had lost our father. The world had lost Ozzy Osbourne. And Stephen had lost his childhood hero turned lifelong friend. We were all hurting differently, but the common thread was love for my dad, who was no longer with us. At one point Stephen said quietly, “Whatever you need, I’m here.” That’s when you really find out who your people are. When everything falls apart.

I honestly don’t remember the first time I met Stephen, because he’s just always been there in my life. So when I heard he was writing a book about his relationship with my dad, I never doubted it for a second. I knew it wouldn’t be some overblown rock ’n’ roll fairy tale or a bunch of recycled headlines. It would be real, because Stephen was there. He lived it. He was backstage, on the buses, in the dressing rooms, across the dinner table, and in our home. He carried these memories not because he had to, but because they mattered to him.

This book is a love letter to a life shared with Ozzy Osbourne—the man, not just the myth. When I first read it, I was struck by how surreal the whole story is. Who takes in a random teenage fan from Northern Ireland and brings him into the heart of a rock ’n’ roll family? My mum and dad, that’s who. They always had the best instinct for people. This book is full of wild moments, hilarious stories, and plenty of close calls. But at its core, it’s about loyalty, friendship, and a bond that fame, chaos, and time couldn’t break. Stephen doesn’t just write about my father—he writes about knowing him, which is something very different.

Reading Stephen’s book hit me hard. Some parts made me laugh out loud, others stopped me in my tracks and made me say out loud: “What. The. Fuck.” (And that’s saying something.) It’s strange to see your dad through someone else’s eyes, especially during the eighties, a decade my dad famously admitted he barely remembered. Stephen had a front-row seat to the madness, and somehow managed to stay sane while the world around him spun out of control. His book reminds me of everything that made my dad unforgettable: his generosity, his unpredictability, his vulnerability, and his heart. It’s all here.

I’m grateful to Stephen for putting it down on paper—for giving people who love my dad, whether they knew him personally or only through the music and persona, a closer look at the man behind the Prince of Darkness. This book is funny, raw, and full of soul. Just like the guy it’s about.

It mattered to me to write this foreword because I don’t want anyone to think Stephen is trying to profit from my family’s loss. This book was always meant to come out in the fall of 2025, scheduled long before my father passed. Stephen and I talked about whether he should still release it, and I told him without a second thought, absolutely yes. My dad would have wanted it that way. He was proud that Stephen wrote a book about their friendship, and he loved that it existed.

So in the words of my father, “ALL ABOARD!” You’re in for one hell of a ride.





PROLOGUE

THE PHONE RANG IN MY hotel room. A summons to Ozzy Osbourne’s penthouse suite.

It was January 1996, a bitingly cold afternoon in New York City and eleven years, almost to the day, since I first met the Prince of Darkness. Back then, in the balmier climate of Rio de Janeiro, I was a fifteen-year-old with a thick Northern Irish accent, a bad mullet, and an even worse wispy adolescent mustache. I’d matured into a clean-shaven twenty-six-year-old with shoulder-length hair and an Americanism-twanged brogue from a decade of international travel. Sprawled on a cushy king-size bed, trawling cable channels, killing time before I left with the band for our next tour stop in Worcester, Massachusetts.

We were holed up in the swanky Essex House Hotel, tucked away in ritzy, glitzy Midtown Manhattan. The doors exhaled a delightful swish gliding shut, the carpet swamped your feet like quicksand, the all-enveloping bathroom robe warm enough for the Antarctic. Two nights running, returning in the wee hours after a late-night bite with Ozzy’s management staff at the Carnegie Diner, Liza Minnelli was in the lobby. Both times she was alone and tipsy, clutching a glass of champagne and smiling while shimmying a little dance by the front desk, looking lost in her own world. The hotel oozed class, but it was discreet, less ostentatious than the brash Trump Tower or the boastful Four Seasons, both nearby. A soothing oasis stuffed with luxurious comforts for global celebrities to escape the Big Apple craziness.

I rapped on Ozzy’s door and his assistant answered. “Ahhhhh, our favorite Irishman! Come in, come in. Ozzy has a present for you,” he said with a grin. Ozzy had already given me the gift of changing my life forever, but while I never took my luck for granted, I grew accustomed to it. I stepped into the suite.

Its colossal single picture window framed Central Park, battling for attention with the towering skyscrapers. On the gleaming dining room table ringed with high-back cloth chairs Ozzy’s artist sketchbook sat open. He frequently doodled with felt-tip pens during downtime, and it was typically a rainbow of psychedelic colors, a surrealist montage of curls and swirls. The smell of coffee draped over me: he called it his “rocket fuel” and drank it so strong and thick it was more solid than liquid. I walked past his Lifecycle, an exercise bike installed in every hotel and dressing room, positioned opposite a TV in the living area. Six heavy-duty black duffel bags and suitcases littered the floor, some zipped open and partially hidden under jumbled clothes—with luggage for a fourteen-month world tour, he was perpetually digging around for something.

Ozzy was on the couch, engrossed in a World War II documentary on the History Channel. Barefoot in his ubiquitous hotel room uniform of black leisure pants and plain black T-shirt, he looked relaxed but tired, as he often did on the road, a concoction of chronic insomnia, a hectic touring schedule, and a bombardment of afternoon media interviews taking its toll. He glanced over his shoulder, smiled, and beckoned me over.

“Steve, these are for you,” he said, gesturing to two books on the marble coffee table in front of him, gold bangles jangling on his wrist. “I bought you these. I want you to write things down, stories, just to keep a record, write whatever you want, they’re for you.”

The words tumbled out in his unique mid-Atlantic voice. He had a move he did all the time, like a shrug crossed with an open-mouth expression, followed by him scooching forward, as if instead of hitching up his trousers, he was hitching up his body. He watched from behind round, blue-tinted glasses, mouth ajar, as I put my hair behind my ears and bent to examine the two fantastically lavish notebooks.

I had never seen books this fine, but I instinctively knew he bought them in the foyer gift shop. Bored and restless in his room, he was prone to turning up in the boutiques and cafés in hotels, desperate to get out for a bit, looking for a change of scenery and to stretch his legs, but not wanting to head onto the streets. That brought hassle: fans demanding autographs, tourists pushing for photos, unsigned musicians thrusting him demo tapes.

Each book measured nine by eleven inches, the size of printer paper, and was a hefty inch and a quarter deep. One was black, the plain white paper embellished with a velvety yellow ribbon bookmark stitched to the top. The other was its nonidentical twin, a majestic navy-blue cover with a white ribbon and lined pages. Inserted in both, elongated cards read “Naturally finished full-grain leather.” This was typical of Ozzy, the most generous person I ever met. Unsure whether I preferred lined or unlined, he bought both. Anyone else would have picked one and told me I could exchange it.

I lifted each in turn, tracing my fingertip along the gilt-edged tops, flipping them open, listening to the meaty sound the pages made when flicking through them, like shuffling a new deck of cards. They had that instantly identifiable rich leather smell you find inside a new high-end sedan. A tiny 99.00 was written in pencil in the top right corner of the first page. With tax, he spent $220, probably on a whim, as I guessed it unlikely he went shopping specifically to hunt down something for me to write in. I stuttered and spluttered an incoherent thank-you, but he waved me away, not as a ruler dismissing a courtier, but because he knew I was embarrassed and my gratitude was embarrassing him. Though a legendary rock star, he remained modest and unassuming, always dodging praise and expressions of appreciation.

I heaved them up, grunted another thanks, and said I’d see him later. I didn’t ask for instructions or clarifications and returned to my room.

Three decades later, the books sit side by side on a shelf in my home office in New Orleans, not two feet from where I’m typing this. The black one, with the plain pages, I’ve never written a word in. I wanted to keep it untouched, to preserve his thoughtful present, a symbol of our relationship. It still crackles when opened, the gold bookmark as dazzling as on that day in New York.

But the other, the dark-blue journal with the lines… It’s battered, the cover scratched, the spine nicked, the pages jam-packed with cursive longhand.

It contains stories experienced firsthand. Sometimes transcribed in real time, in a backstage dressing room or on a tour bus. Sometimes jotted down later, when I returned to my hotel room, often as the sun was rising, determined to recount the night’s events no matter how many drinks I’d had. (Usually a lot.)

And it contains stories I didn’t experience, stories of Ozzy and his bandmates that occurred before I was born, incredible stories even I—the most obsessive Ozzy Osbourne fan ever—had never heard. Sometimes they were shared as a group of us drank through the night in a hotel bar. Often, though, Ozzy told them to me, sitting at his kitchen island, on his living room couch, on his private jet, sipping hot chocolate and eating cake in his suite.

After leaving I did what Ozzy asked—like I did any time he or his wife and manager, Sharon, requested something, as I always will, so indebted am I for the unexpected way they made my dreams come true.

He asked me to write. So, I wrote.



IT TOOK ME A LONG time to crack open that book after filling it in the nineties, around a quarter of a century in fact, but it feels much longer.

Now I’m in my fifties. I’ve still got shoulder-length hair, but it’s streaked with gray. When I go home to Belfast, I’m told I talk like a Yank. Back then I wore the same blue-tinted round glasses as Ozzy to be like him, but these days, revisiting the pages, I need plain old reading glasses.

When I started writing this, I was three years older than Ozzy that day in Manhattan. He seemed like the elder statesman of rock then, but the Ozzy I knew never lost his childhood exuberance. Much of that is down to Sharon. She handled the grown-up stuff so Ozzy could stay Ozzy—always up for a caper, always ready to play a joke.

That book was this story’s source material. Sure, I recounted late-night drunken escapades, but it’s also a diary and a journal, the thoughts of a young Irish lad swept up in an adventure alongside his hero, an international rock icon. I trace back my life’s important moments to his shows, and marked milestones not by birthdays or holidays but by Ozzy gigs. When he bought me the books, I’d been to around 80 concerts—I finished up seeing 219, culminating with his farewell performance in July 2025. The chapters in this book are numbered for those shows, starting with #1 back in August 1984.

I fell in love with Ozzy’s music from a distance, but when I got to know him, he taught me about relationships, family, fatherhood. Enough time has passed for me to dispassionately examine those life lessons. We are both older—and maybe even wiser.

So down from its shelf I take the book—the first draft, really. And I write again.






PART ONE FAN






#1 MONSTERS OF ROCK FESTIVAL DONINGTON PARK RACETRACK CASTLE DONINGTON, ENGLAND

August 18, 1984

WHEN I WAS FOUR, terrorists riddled my grandmother’s house with bullets. She escaped death by inches. She was on her couch when gunmen sprayed her living room from the street. I remember visiting the day after and picking at the holes in the wall. It was mistaken identity. She lived in a Lilliputian two-up, two-down terraced house in a staunchly loyalist area often scarred by burned-out vehicles and homemade barricades. The next-door neighbor was a prominent paramilitary and the hit men mixed up the addresses, typical of botched, amateurish attacks then. I was born in Belfast in 1969, months after “the Troubles” began in Northern Ireland, so it was all I knew. Shootings and bombings cloaked my childhood: Ulster is a minuscule county, and everyone was affected by the euphemistic “civil unrest.”

My dad owned a small commercial printing business wrecked twice by close-proximity bombs. I was in elementary school when the first detonated two blocks away, and I went to the premises in the aftermath with my parents: my dad, slight with a bushy mustache and not an ounce of fat, in jeans and a dress shirt featuring the huge collar of the seventies; my mum, smaller and rounder with long dark hair and oversize glasses. We cleaned up as best we could, scrabbling to erect temporary window coverings over a carpet of broken glass, razor-sharp shards lying ensnared on machinery and furniture. The Troubles were everywhere, constant, pervasive, intrusive.

Until 1975 we lived one street over from my grandmother, but that year we escaped to the suburbs, with cul-de-sacs and bungalows, garages and gardens, where door-to-door bakers delivered homemade pies. At eleven, I passed an exam to attend an exclusive all-boys school for free. By then I was passionate about music, a love I immersed myself in away from the terrorism, and I pawed through my parents’ vinyl albums, seventies mega-sellers by the Eagles and Meat Loaf and Supertramp.

I spent summers with my dad’s parents at their vacation home, a trailer in the seaside village of Groomsport, eleven miles away, but it felt like the other side of the world. The day we arrived I met Brian, whose family owned the trailer next door. It was he, and others there, who turned me from pop to punk to heavy rock. My first 7-inch single was “C’mon Everybody” by the Sex Pistols. When I looked it up, I was shocked to discover it came out in June 1979, so I was only nine. Sucked down a rabbit hole, I researched the release dates of others I owned, such as “At the Edge” by Stiff Little Fingers (1980), so I guess by ten I was a full-fledged punk rocker. My parents took my friend Joe and me to see the Boomtown Rats, fronted by future Live Aid organizer Bob Geldof, at the Ulster Hall. There were two ticket prices, and my dad sprang for the more expensive, but when we got in, we discovered those were for floor general admission. A pair of ten-year-olds in that mosh pit at the height of punk would have been disastrous, so he convinced the staff to let us onto the balcony. I was underwhelmed, complaining to Joe afterward, “They played all their good songs in one go at the end.” I hadn’t yet grasped the concert concept of crescendoing to a climax.

I morphed into a metaller, Brian buying me the AC/DC single “Girls Got Rhythm” for my tenth birthday, my first outright heavy rock record. There was no Sirius, no YouTube, no streaming, and you copied albums onto blank cassettes to pass around. Independent radio stations were rare, and the tyrannical BBC ruled the airwaves like a despotic dictator. The sole national exposure to our genre was Radio 1’s Friday Rock Show, from 10 p.m. to midnight weekly, a two-hour oasis of hard-edged refreshment in a broadcasting desert of soulless trendy boy bands and mindless disco bollocks. For rockers of my generation, the program was a ritual and the soundtrack of our youth, presented by Tommy Vance with an inimitable baritone voice smoother than a five-hundred-year-old whiskey. (I met him once ; he was so courteous and played a request for me.)

At the caravan site, a handful of us, in jeans, black T-shirts, and stone-washed faded denim jackets pocked with patches, would meet at the playground. Someone would have a boom box, though often there was little boom about it. We climbed onto the rickety merry-go-round to listen, the radio in the middle, our skinny legs rubbing against the graffiti-covered splintered wooden boards, huddling for warmth (even in summer), the volume just loud enough to cover the rhythmic squeak from the lolling rusty swing set swaying in the breeze, our fingers tapping along on the flaking blue handrails, tasting the salt of the sea, smelling the beach, the darkness punctuated by the glowing ember of an older teen’s cigarette, or the sweep of the lighthouse in Donaghadee.



THE FIRST TIME I ENCOUNTERED OZZY Osbourne was in November 1981 with Diary of a Madman, his second solo release. My classmate Neil brought it into school, and I borrowed it to copy onto a C-60 cassette, six songs on one side, two on the other. I can still picture that blue-and-white tape: the scrawled writing in black ballpoint pen; the clacking of the cheap plastic box snapping shut; the peeling identifying sticker with a frayed corner. It was the album that made me a fan, and I played it so many times it groaned in protest during the silence between songs. Ozzy later told me about making it, a story I recorded in my journal:


“Diary of a Madman we wrote in three weeks and recorded it in two. We only had a one-album deal, and the record company didn’t even know we’d done it. I mixed that album over the phone. I swear to God, I was on the telephone from truck stops in the States listening to the middle section of ‘Little Dolls.’ And that, ‘Oh no, oh no…’ at the start of ‘Flying High Again’ was a mistake. I started singing late, but once I heard it, I said, ‘Stop, leave it as it is, don’t touch it.’ Randy [Rhoads, his first guitarist] would deliberately do stuff up and down the frets, string noise, just so it didn’t sound so clinical.”



I adored Ozzy’s uniquely identifiable voice and was entranced by the evil churning around his image. The inverted crosses, the black magic undertones, the satanic throne, songs like “Mr. Crowley” about an occultist… I knew he wasn’t a devil worshipper who led black masses, then slept in a crypt—it was an act, a role he played, like Christopher Lee or Bela Lugosi. He was a hypnotic showman shrouded in a forbidden persona with a sinister sound. I wrote to the embryonic fan club—the Ozzy Osbourne Information Centre—and received a membership packet and ID card. I was official member #90.

While not listening to DOAM, I was poring over the biweekly magazine Kerrang! Ozzy was in it a lot. I remember a reader’s letter published in the Kommunication section: before automated spreadsheets, he had combed every issue to compile a table of the most-featured acts, something like a half point for a short article, two points for a feature, five points for a multipage spread. Ozzy was top, the most written-about artist in the publication’s history. They ran a small photo of him in his underwear pretending to masturbate, adding, “Ozzy notches up another half point.” How can I have a perfect recollection of a photo caption from over forty years ago, yet nowadays I forget why I walked into the bedroom?

Ozzy’s next release was the live recording Talk of the Devil (Speak of the Devil in the US, a difference I wondered about for years), exclusively containing Black Sabbath songs, no solo material. He was the original singer, fronting the trail-blazing band for a decade before being kicked out in 1979, and this was a one-fingered salute to his acrimonious firing. It went on sale the day I turned thirteen, and I used birthday cash to buy my first Ozzy record. If DOAM caused me to fall in love, TOTD cemented the relationship. My dad was teaching me to play drums on a practice kit with rubber pads, and for months I placed the album on the turntable, put on the headphones, whacked up the volume, and banged along. By 1983 I was doing odd jobs for family and neighbors for money and saving my allowance as I graduated from fan to fanatic with every version of everything: 7-inches; 12-inches; picture discs; colored vinyl; limited editions.

It was a decade before cell phones, and Belfast was mired in the Troubles, but I was allowed to go with friends to see bands like Whitesnake and Saxon. Concerts had a suffocating security presence. Police milled around, cradling machine guns, their heavy black shoes scraping the pavement, their radios squawking. They traveled in boxy gray Land Rovers, square armor-plated vehicles rattling and echoing as they bounced along. Sometimes it was the British army, or a hybrid patrol of both, but always someone with a rifle: watching, waiting. The acts venturing into our war zone were rapturously received, but not many did—neither Sabbath nor Ozzy had ever made it.

Marooned in that gig-starved wasteland, we resorted to illegal bootlegs captured by fans sneaking in a recorder like a Sony Walkman. Then they had it on cassette, and using a double tape deck they copied it to sell or swap. Sometimes the tapes sounded abysmal. Sabbath performances in the US from 1972, recordings relayed from the original for thirteen years, leaching quality every time, an analog snapshot degrading in each iteration as it circled the globe. But others were spawned from the mixing desk, so crystal you heard the PA hiss between songs, and my collection grew, mainly bought from adverts in Kerrang! (each cost around £1.50). The homemade catalogs were typed, then photocopied, and the entries looked like this:


OZZY Memphis, Mid-South Coliseum 28/4/82 C-90 B



Artist, city, venue, date, show length in minutes, and finally, quality (a subjective rating by the owner).

I was also a frenetic trader, and it seems archaic and quaint how much time I spent writing letters.

A Belfast collector wanted to meet for a beer—I was five years from the legal drinking age, so declined—even though they had plenty to occupy them in Ulster, I’m sure the cops wouldn’t have turned a blind eye to my scrawny underage ass.

An older Canadian sent letters and photos with the cassettes we traded, and after one bootleg finished his voice kicked in as he recorded me a message—while smoking a bong. The concert quality I don’t remember, but the clarity of his rambling, drug-fueled monologue was pristine: sucking, deep draws of breath, smoke gurgling and bubbling through the pipe as he filled his lungs, him coughing and spluttering about a trip to Thunder Bay. I was barely in my teens, living in a suburban bungalow on the edge of Europe, listening to a man on the other side of the world getting high.

I hunted Ozzy bootlegs relentlessly. If a device was secreted into a venue, you can be sure I had the result, and I was ecstatic if I uncovered a new recording. Even now I can recall exact dates, cities, and arenas from concerts in the eighties, etched into my memory forever. As my hoard passed three hundred, I created elaborate covers for the lined index cards in the flimsy plastic boxes. The inlays arrived with a handwritten track listing, but I advanced into custom design, photocopying pictures from Kerrang! and cutting and styling them to fit. I bought transfer stencils and rubbed the lettering onto the artwork, always a Gothic font for “Ozzy.”



I SAT WITH THE LIGHTS off, waiting for 10 p.m., because it was better to concentrate on the music in the dark. I was in my grandparents’ front room—“parlor,” as they called it—my hand tapping impatiently on the tweed armchair, the thorns on the immense rosebush scraping against the condensation-slathered window, one bar of a buzzing electric fire the only insulation from the dark and windy late-autumn night. Tommy Vance always started the Friday Rock Show with two songs back-to-back with no introduction, and I thought for sure he’d feature a track from Bark at the Moon, Ozzy’s first studio release in two years.

That night, November 25, 1983, he launched the show with album opener “Rock ’n’ Roll Rebel,” an instant classic in my opinion. Two days later, on my birthday, I got a cake decorated with “Happy 14th Birthday Ozzy Rea.” Ozzy was touring Britain, and although I’d loved to have gone, I didn’t dare ask my parents to spring for an expensive trip to the mainland. But two weeks before my birthday I floated the idea: Liverpool was the closest venue and accessible by boat, but when my mum called the box office, the only tickets left were at the back. I agonized for a day, but I couldn’t justify the travel and expense for crappy seats. Thank God. He fell ill and canceled the gig. I would have been crushed if we went for nothing.



IN APRIL 1984, I PAID TWENTY pence per word (thirty pence for bold type) to place a notice in the Klassifieds section of Kerrang! reading “WANTED. OZZY ITEMS. Bootlegs, rarities, videos, anything.” It happened to appear in the edition with Ozzy’s guitarist Jake E. Lee on the cover under the headline “Ozzy’s New Blood!” and I depleted my meager savings further snapping up the offered memorabilia.

The first time I saw him live—the first and last time I paid for a ticket—was August 1984 at the Monsters of Rock festival at the Donington Park racetrack in England.

Every summer, a crunching one-day bill lured tens of thousands of long-haired, denim-clad, patchouli oil–smelling devotees. The 1984 edition was anchored by AC/DC, Van Halen, and Ozzy, a trio of hard-hitting heavyweight headliners. My mum was vacationing in Malta with my aunt Carol when my dad agreed to take me. She arrived home and I greeted her at the door with “I’m going to Donington!” not “How was your trip?” My friend Brian from the vacation park—who helped introduce me to Ozzy—came with his sister and her friend, and we squeezed into my dad’s car, drove to Dublin, caught the ferry across the Irish Sea, then headed to Derbyshire.

It was crowded and hot, and we scrimmaged to get close to the front, but surrendered and camped stage right, level with the mixing tower. There was no video screen, so Ozzy was a distant action figure, but I could tell he was on form, reveling in the late-afternoon “underdog” spot, cajoling the crowd, clapping as if he were a seal on acid one minute, prowling like a lunatic serial killer the next. I knew the set list by heart. I’d been listening to bootlegs since the tour started nine months previously, and I predicted the songs he’d drop for his truncated one-hour festival slot. I was blown away. I loved Van Halen and AC/DC—still do—and bought records by both before owning an Ozzy release. But I was so ecstatic at finally seeing my hero, I checked out when he left the stage, emotionally and physically. I eased out of the sweaty, heaving throng and wandered the grounds.

In the decades since, I’ve seen hundreds of concerts—more than two hundred by Ozzy alone—by dozens of artists and many marvelous shows. But this remains my favorite gig ever. The one disappointment was I had not got nearer the stage.

The next time I saw him live, I stood on it.





#2 ROCK IN RIO CIDADE DO ROCK RIO DE JANEIRO, BRAZIL

January 13, 1985

AT 6 P.M. ON Thursday, November 1, 1984, the local news played on a ten-inch portable black-and-white TV in our tiny kitchen. More death and destruction in dark, depressing Northern Ireland. I was four weeks away from turning fifteen and sat on a hard wobbly wooden bench at our worn soft-pine table in my school uniform of black sweater, white shirt, black tie, and black trousers, my black-stockinged feet slick on the torn muted-beige laminate floor. I was inhaling the usual dinner of fish sticks, fries, peas, and buttered bread.

Head down, mouth full, I attacked issue 80 of Kerrang! Page three had a photo of Ozzy’s surprise appearance at a recent Iron Maiden gig, and alongside it a breakout box read:


A major ten-day rock festival is to take place in Rio de Janeiro (Brazil) between January 11–20 next year. Altogether, 13 international acts will appear alongside an equal number of Brazilian artists. Among the top names already confirmed to perform are Queen, Rod Stewart, Def Leppard, George Benson, James Taylor, Iron Maiden, AC/DC, Nina Hagen, the B-52’s, the Go-Gos, Al Jarreau, Ozzy Osbourne, and the Scorpions. All bands were chosen via a national radio poll conducted to find the most popular names among the Brazil community. A special site is being constructed by the organisers, Artplan Promocoes. It will cover 250,000 metres and accommodate a capacity crowd of 350,000. It will have 30 stores, beer gardens, restaurants, two 1,000-seater video centres, a telephone area, a mini-hospital, and a car park with room for 40,000 vehicles. The daily energy consumption is expected to be enough to light a city of some 30,000 inhabitants, whilst the sound system will deliver 70,000 watts.



I muttered, more to myself than anyone else, “Ozzy is playing a big festival in Rio.”

My dad, his attention on the screen, sipping heavily sugared tea, turned away just long enough to say, “Find out about it. I’ve always wanted to go to Brazil.”

My parents weren’t wealthy, but they believed in enjoying what money they earned and valued experiences over possessions. When my dad was nineteen, he and a pal tried to hitchhike to see our local amateur soccer club Linfield play in Portugal. They turned around a few days in. Their progress was slow, and they weren’t going to make the game. But that experience helped instill in him a love of travel, a love my mom shared. When I was only a few months old, they took me to Majorca in the Balearic Islands, then a run-down backwater ruled by fascist dictator General Franco. They saved all year for our summer vacation: while most Brits went to the Mediterranean, in 1980 and 1981 we flew to Florida, though in 1982 we went to Spain for the soccer World Cup. Nonetheless, not for a nanosecond did I think I would end up six thousand miles away in Rio. I figured my dad was joking, so I laughed it off and returned to my fish sticks and magazine.

He wasn’t joking. His shop was next door to a travel agency. He asked if they knew about Rock in Rio. They rummaged in their files and found a four-page leaflet—a half-assed sliver of a brochure from a London tour operator. On the front and back were the most uninspired photos ever used to advertise one of the planet’s most exciting cities: a beach, a palm tree, a lily pond, those souvenir bottles containing scenes made from colored sand. It listed the daily lineup and had a brief description of a thirteen-night tour costing £895 per person (about £3,600, or $4,700, in 2024). It also featured the whimsical caveat: “The price does not include surcharges arising from unavoidable increases in costs due to Government action.” As Latin American specialists, they’d seen new administrations seize power and lobby a tourist tax. With connecting flights from Belfast and spending money, it would cost more than $15,000 today.

My mum wrote to the fan club looking for more details, mentioning my early membership status.

The following Thursday, I arrived home from playing soccer. “Ozzy Osbourne’s secretary called,” my mum said nonchalantly. Technically it was Sharon’s assistant, Lynn. She had worked for Sharon for a year, and one of her many jobs was overseeing the fan club. No doubt she was permanently swamped and answering mothers of teenage fans was low on her priorities. She could have ignored it or sent back a form letter referring us to a travel agency. Instead, she got our number from information and rang.

My mum had scribbled notes on the back of a torn envelope: the days Ozzy was playing, the hotel they were staying at, their arrival date.

“Lynn told me not to buy tickets to the concert,” she said like they were old friends. “If we make it to Rio, they’ll get us in for free. She gave me her number and said you should call her. She wants to speak to you herself.”

I couldn’t believe how casual she was acting. Did she not realize how insane this was? I wasn’t really going to fly to South America to see Ozzy, right? I went to bed bewildered and lay awake for hours.



LYNN AND I WERE IN CONSTANT contact that November and December. She regularly checked in on our trip planning, every conversation elongated by barrages of interruptions as her other line rang nonstop, her putting me on hold while she dealt with the important stuff she was getting paid for. We connected instantly. I had no idea why she was so patient with me—I guess it was her genuine personality: warm, helpful. She was a twentysomething English secretary who had worked in the music business since leaving school, while I was a fifteen-year-old Irish youngster, but we chatted easily. The first time we spoke she told me about an embarrassing incident when Rod Stewart approached her table in a pub, adding, “Not even Ozzy and Sharon know that story!”

Right from the off, though, I knew my school, Campbell College, would be a problem. The festival was January 11 to 20, in the heart of the academic year. Unless they agreed to give me two weeks off, I couldn’t go. It was a traditional all-boys British boarding school (though it also had day students like me), an institution superglued to its history, where our exams were set by Oxford and Cambridge. We wore a cap and shorts until we were thirteen—even in snow and sleet—and when an adult entered the classroom, we stood. At recess, the candy store was staffed by the principal’s wife, and the most you were allowed to spend was fifteen pence. We queued to wait our turn, and if she heard a noise—a whisper, a laugh, anything—she slammed the hatch closed, and it stayed shut until there was absolute silence.

The worst part was the six-day week. We had classes every Saturday.

It was enriching and challenging, but occasionally like living in a Dickens novel, antiquated and conservative beyond belief. And not the type of educational establishment to grant students an extended absence to attend an Ozzy Osbourne gig. I begged my mum to write another letter, and I delivered it to the headmaster’s Victorian study, pleading the case I’d rehearsed eighty times. He kept me waiting until the following week, when I came home and spotted an envelope on the floor, underneath the telephone seat, where it nestled after being aggressively projectiled through the letter box by our mailman. I picked it up, took a second to rub a thumb over the school crest embossed into the crisp white envelope, blew out my cheeks, and opened it.

There was a preamble about the request being most unsatisfactory… highly irregular… not wanting to set a precedent… but he had consulted with my housemaster, who described me as “pure gold,” and added, “A trip to Brazil has to have some academic value.” Finally, the crucial sentence I can still recite: “I acquiesce, under protest, and ask that it does not happen again.” The reason I recall it is because I didn’t know what “acquiesce” meant. I dived into my schoolbag and riffled through my dog-eared pocket dictionary. Elated, I couldn’t wait to tell my parents in person, and rang them at work. It was on.



I PACKED AND REPACKED DURING THE Christmas school break as I fought to figure out which heavy metal T-shirts to take alongside my soccer shorts and one pair of jeans. We flew to Heathrow in the morning, and before the evening flight to Rio, we stopped at Lynn’s office, two basement rooms on Gloucester Place. She was a chain-smoking petite attractive blonde, with a cackling infectious laugh belying her size. We spent the afternoon talking, and she said she told Kerrang! we were going to Brazil. She brought in all the photographs she took on the US legs of the BATM tour to show me, and I peppered her with questions about band members and set lists and being on the road. My dad had already bought me a camera for my birthday before Rock in Rio popped up, and I took dozens of photos of gold and platinum discs and framed magazine covers.

That evening at the airport I discovered I forgot to load the film. I rang her begging to visit again on the way back. (Writing this book, I asked Lynn for her memories of that visit. She told me, “Sharon was amazed someone would go to so much trouble and cost to get to the show in Rio from Belfast, and she asked me to arrange to meet you there so you could meet Ozzy. This was never mentioned in the conversations you and I had at that time, although I had secretly told your mum it might be a possibility, but not to count on it! I thought it was important that I meet you before we got there, so first of all I would recognize you, and secondly to check that you were the genuine article and not someone messing about.”)

The three of us were among the last to board the plane, and we turned the corner into the jetway and, Jesus Christ! It was AC/DC! Three of them anyway… singer Brian Johnson, guitarist Malcolm Young, drummer Simon Wright. They had a hulking bodyguard, but were friendly and indulgent. Their minder took a couple of photos of me with them, but when I babbled, “Keep taking pictures!” he shot me a look saying, “Now, son, don’t push it.”

Eight other music fans had festival tickets and were making the pilgrimage (they were in their twenties and thirties and not with their parents), and on board we heard Kerrang! photographer Ross Halfin ask the row behind us, “Have you seen the kid from Belfast?”

My mum turned around and said, “The kid from Belfast is here.” He said they might feature me in Kerrang! and introduced me to his colleague, writer Mick Wall, who said to call him in Rio. Rod Stewart was on our plane, too, and queued ahead of us at immigration. But that was just the start.



THE FESTIVAL OPENED ON FRIDAY, JANUARY 11, 1985, and at lunchtime we were bused twenty miles to the City of Rock, a sprawling purpose-built complex featuring the world’s biggest McDonald’s, the stage towering in the distance like a prelaunch rocket ship. I’ve read that the site covered 2.7 million square feet and 1.4 million fans attended the ten-day event, while the folklore is 350,000 fans saw Queen on opening night, illustrating the overall monstrosity. The first act was pregnant singer Baby Consuelo (her stage wear had a hole exposing her bulging belly); next were Whitesnake, Iron Maiden, then Queen with Freddie Mercury, the year before his final show.

The following day I called Mick, who was working on a backstage pass for me. If he was successful, I needed a passport photo. We went foraging for one. No easy task, and it took hours tracking down someone capable of producing an instant print. After trying every likely store, we eventually found a one-man operation on the sidewalk with an ancient boxy camera. The black-and-white image was created with a developing technique so rudimentary the edges were blurred.

Mick wrangled my dad and me tickets to a VIP party that night thrown by EMI Music at the Copacabana Palace Hotel. As we got ready, my dad looked at what I was wearing—green Adidas soccer shorts and an Ozzy shirt.

“Umm, Stevo, is what you’ve chosen maybe a wee bit too casual?” he asked.

“You think? But it’s a party for rock bands. Will they not all be wearing denim and leather?” I asked. I should have fired out and bought a button-up, but I was so naive I simply picked my least aggressive heavy metal T-shirt, gray rather than black, and put on jeans. It says a lot about me that I deemed that suitable for a glittering star-studded bash in a five-star hotel on Copacabana Beach.

An hour later we were mingling with rock stars: taking photos with Queen; eavesdropping on Rod Stewart and Steve Hackett from Genesis; getting my Rock in Rio itinerary autographed by Whitesnake and the Scorpions. They weren’t ringed by security guards or in a roped-off section; they were circulating, drinking champagne, and we chatted with Whitesnake drummer Cozy Powell and bassist Neil Murray.

“How do I get him to stop worshipping guys like you?” my dad asked them, hooking his thumb at me.

Neil shrugged. “I hope he doesn’t think we’re perfect,” he said, and my dad chuckled politely, he and the Whitesnake bassist discussing me as if I wasn’t there.

Decades before cut-price intercontinental flights and airline flash sales, everyone was amazed we traveled from Belfast. An unforgettable evening hanging with famous musicians in a luxury hotel overlooking the world’s most quintessential beach—when I should have been in Northern Ireland studying biology.

Most of the acts stayed there, and for all ten days, a crowd of locals rammed the entrance, hoping to see a star. We walked back through it to our place, the cut-price Excelsior, only two buildings away. Although it was patently down-market, groups clung to our front door, too: the eight other festival-going Brits who flew out with us were mostly young, long-haired gringos, so it wasn’t a stretch to surmise they were in bands. Some of them signed more autographs than the artists, stopped in the street, babies thrust at them in restaurants for photographs.



I THOUGHT OZZY WAS CHECKING INTO the Copacabana Palace on Sunday, and wired despite the jet lag, I jumped out of bed before 8 a.m. and camped at the entrance, hoping to see him arrive. I waited three hours, until my parents got up and wandered over to find me—they explained Lynn gave us the date his overnight flight left, not arrived. We headed back to our hotel for breakfast, and an older Canadian tourist at the next table heard our accents and introduced himself—unbelievably, he was stationed in Belfast during World War II and dated my grandmother’s friend.

Undaunted, I returned to the Copacabana the same time Monday. I knew Lynn, and Mick was working on a backstage pass for me, yet I still spent hours skulking on the sidewalk to catch a glimpse of Ozzy. An hour into the vigil, a car shrieked up, and bassist Bob Daisley and guitarist Jake—from the Kerrang! cover when I placed my Klassified for Ozzy stuff—dived into the lobby. Twenty minutes later, Lynn came out after spotting my Union Jack T-shirt in the mob. Ozzy had been spirited through a back door and was fast asleep.

That evening we were in the hotel bar, figuring where to go for dinner, when the Canadian walked in. “Hey, buddy, you’re an Ozzy fan, right?” he said. “I was having a beer in the bar at the Copacabana Palace, and he walked in. I just left two minutes ago, he’s there right now.”

“Let’s go,” said my mum.

“No, we can’t just walk in there,” I replied. “We should wait to hear from Lynn.”

“It’ll be fine, c’mon,” she said, and she and my dad marched off, me trailing anxiously in their wake. With us looking like a vacationing family rather than stalkers, the zealous doormen let us in.

We slid into seats in the corner, ordered drinks, and I glanced across the room. Ozzy and Sharon sat at a table on the far side. I recognized drummer Tommy Aldridge as well. Ozzy had his back to us, but he was loud, animated, talking with his hands, Sharon bellowing. My mum swiveled to look, and I hissed at her for gawking, my dad laughing at me. A few minutes later Lynn arrived, saw us, and came over, giggling.

“You little sneak!” she said, waving her finger. We chatted briefly and she went to join her boss.

Out of the corner of my eye I noticed Ozzy push back his chair, stand, and turn around to face us. He walked to our table, stuck out his hand, and said, “How ya doing?”

I sat, immobilized, staring at him open-mouthed like a catatonic guppy fish.

“How was your flight?” he asked.

I strangled out a garbled whine, struck dumb. I couldn’t manage a single word.

He waited a beat, muttered something, then bounded away, probably convinced I was the rudest kid he’d ever met. Lynn reappeared, laughing.

“You let me down!” she joked. She said when he got back, he “freaked out” because I was so starstruck I couldn’t even manage a hello.

My parents gave me a good-natured ribbing. But all of Team Ozzy were so friendly, I eventually relaxed. Ozzy’s assistant had a beer with us, and Lynn introduced me to drummer Tommy and bassist Bob, though I still felt stupid, and continually snatched furtive looks at Ozzy. He walked past on his way to order at the bar, and my mum said, “Want to ask if you can have a photo together?” I thought about it for a second, decided to risk it, and answered with a tight nod. I hovered beside him, then asked if it was okay.

“ ’Course it is, son, come here,” he said. He put his arm around me, smiled, and tilted his head toward mine. My mum snapped the first picture I have with Ozzy, January 14, 1985. I met Ozzy. Spoke to him. I had a grin wider than the outstretched arms of the Christ statue at Corcovado.

In the lobby the following day I bumped into a music press photographer staying in our hotel.

“Ozzy’s doing a press conference at the Rio Palace Hotel. I’m gonna jump in a taxi up there—wanna come?” he asked, and I tagged along. In a second-floor ballroom, Ozzy sat up front with a translator answering questions from the local press. I stood at the back, too intimidated to sit, baffled at the stream of inquiries about devil worshipping like “Are you a demon?”

When it was over and the place emptied, Lynn saw me and said to come with her. She led me to a door behind the stage, opened it—and there was Ozzy. He shook my hand and smiled, then said, “And how are you today?”

“Better—I’m able to speak to you,” I replied, and smiled back, delighted. I’d completed a full, coherent sentence.



WE SPENT THE NEXT AFTERNOON SIGHTSEEING, included as part of the tour package. A dozen passengers spread out in our coach—a guide, the three of us, and the British music fans—as we took a city tour and rode the cable car up Sugarloaf Mountain. But as spectacular as the scenery was, I couldn’t wait for Wednesday, day six, Ozzy’s first appearance, on the bill with Rod Stewart.

Lynn called and said she’d arranged for me to travel with the VIPs to the site. I told my parents what I was doing rather than asking permission—only my second Ozzy show, and I abandoned them and my fellow festivalgoers to their regular boring bus and watching from the crowd out front, the viewing area drenched by overnight rain. I met Lynn, Mick, Ross, and the others in their lobby and she handed me a backstage pass, a cardboard rectangle with a handwritten male name I didn’t recognize. I asked who he was.

“Don’t worry about him, he’s a ligger,” said Mick, a term Kerrang! used for a hanger-on who posed about backstage without working. So, perfect for me, then. Lynn told me the guy didn’t need it, but later he found me: he was using someone else’s pass and wanted his proper
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