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Prologue

Cold Chisel are exhausted. After close to two hours they stagger off the stage at Brisbane’s Entertainment Centre. It’s 13 December 2011. The final night of the Light the Nitro national tour which had started in Newcastle exactly two months earlier.

It’s the band’s first tour without drummer Steve Prestwich who passed away in January. Charlie Drayton is sitting in the drummer’s seat.

‘Flame Trees’ rolls into ‘Khe Sanh’ and on to ‘Bow River’. The capacity crowd is in a sweaty frenzy as the band wave and walk offstage. Of course it’s not the end. It’s been a good gig and everyone – audience and band – know that there’ll be more.

While the band wander around backstage, having a quick drink and gathering their breath, there is activity on the stage. The lights are down. The crowd is chanting. ‘Chisel! Chisel! Chisel!’

Onstage the road crew are busy. Very busy. Mischievously busy. They have a plan in motion. A big plan. They are preparing a thank you to the five musicians who they’ve toured with for the past two months – the band they’ve set up gear for night after night, stage after stage, then loaded off from the stage and into trucks and semitrailers and on to the next city and the next gig.

Chisel have a reputation for respecting their road crew. And a road crew that’s treated well is a very, very loyal bunch of people.

There is a long history of crews giving a little gift to the bands they work with on the last night of a tour – if they’ve been treated well. And Chisel have treated these guys well. It’s thank you time.

Earlier in the day while setting up the equipment and stage for the show the crew had removed two six-foot-by-four-foot sections of the stage, and replaced them with Perspex flooring so that everything below these sections of the stage was visible. They’d also gone under the stage and set up some lights.

They knew they had to be careful with end-of-tour hijinks. On a previous tour strippers had appeared onstage at the Sydney Entertainment Centre. These beautifully dressed and adorned creatures had preened and pranced around the stage during Chisel’s encore, at one point turning to the band and bending over provocatively for those in the front rows.

As the strippers disrobed further it became obvious that two of the trio were male, causing some of the audience members to confront their notions of beauty and sexuality.

Not all of Cold Chisel had been happy about this caper. At least one member thought that it was undermining their image as a credible rock’n’roll band.

The Light the Nitro tour crew knew this and didn’t want to open any old wounds so their ‘gift’ was to take place below stage level, visible only to the band members onstage. It had to be funny, and in the great tradition of road crew end-of-tour gifts to a band it had to totally fuck with their heads without completely detracting from the performance.

Cold Chisel have walked offstage. The audience are screaming. With all bar a few lights down, the crew remove the carpet that had covered the Perspex staging. At the same time some figures emerge from a room backstage, and when it is clear that none of the Cold Chisel members are within eyesight, these figures are shown to the area created below the stage. Everything is in place.

The stage lights go up. Cold Chisel walk onstage, waving to the audience and preparing to launch into ‘Saturday Night’, the first song of the encore.

Jimmy Barnes walks to his microphone stand and looks down. He does a double take, blinks in the glare of the stage lighting. He looks down again. Did someone spike his drink during the break? He looks again. And then a massive grin spreads across his face. He’s thinking that this is just what he doesn’t need right at the start of an encore – but that it’s extremely funny. He motions to Ian Moss to wander over. Moss looks down, shakes his head, and they hit the opening chords of the song.

From ‘Saturday Night’ the band move in to ‘Letter To Alan’, their ode to two of their long-serving crew members who had died in a motor vehicle accident. Then it’s ‘Four Walls’, and ‘Goodbye (Astrid Goodbye)’. The band are trying to concentrate on the show at hand, the road crew are in hysterics, all the musicians gravitate to the area around Barnes’s microphone stand, Don Walker peers over his keyboard to check out the action below the stage. The normally unfazable keyboard player is completely distracted.

What the members of Cold Chisel can clearly see are a number of very, very scantily clad women cavorting with each other. Such was the blur of flesh that no one is sure how many women were involved. And this being roadie and musician world, everything is embellished with the telling and retelling. Some say four women. Others say eight. Jimmy Barnes recalls that ‘there was a lot going on’. Ian Moss thinks they were on a bed. There was oil. There was no oil. They were completely naked. They were wearing G-strings. They were having sex. They were embracing suggestively. There were sex toys. There were no sex toys.

The show finishes, the band and their road crew quickly enjoy some backstage laughter and back slapping.

Then the band disappear into the night. The crew start doing what they do every night after a show. Dismantling all the sound equipment and lights and loading it all into trucks. It’ll be a good four hours before their workday is over.

Welcome to the world of the road crew.


Introduction

The famous rock’n’roll performer Tom Petty, who knew a thing or two about the trials, tribulations and rigours of the live music world, once observed: ‘I think the general public has no idea what roadies do. Bless ’em all. I just play the songs. They make the show happen.’

There are thousands of roadies scattered around the globe. You may even know one or two. Even then you probably have only the vaguest idea of what they do. You probably think they set up equipment for musicians and cart it to and from concerts and pubs. And you’d be right – partially.

There’s a little more to it than that. In fact, there’s a lot more.

Yes, roadies generally need to be strong enough to move, position, reposition, pack and unpack usually heavy equipment. But pretty much anyone with biceps and a strong back can do that. What defines the roadie is really the highly skilled, meticulously detailed work that goes with moving and setting up that equipment – and the unpredictable beasts (aka musicians) who accompany it pretty much everywhere. Spot an amplifier, drum kit or guitar case and chances are a musician will turn up sooner or later.

The circumstances of a gig are unpredictable. You have to consider the musicians themselves, the audience, the location, the climate, the power supply – and these are all things that arise at every concert or event.

Roadies know how equipment works. They can plug it in, set it up, and get it working again when it breaks down midshow. They are an ingenious bunch of people. They are problem solvers. Lateral-thinking wizards who don’t understand the concept of something not being possible. Their minds are simply focused on what it will take to make it happen. They have no comprehension that you can’t hang this there, that something doesn’t fit or that it won’t work in this situation. They find a way to get it done.

It doesn’t matter what your musical preferences or your favourite performers are. Going to concerts, gigs, shows and events is usually thrilling. That’s what it’s all about. It’s meant to be life-changing. And often it is.

Imagine walking into a big outdoor concert with 50,000 other people. You walk through the entrance and head towards your seat or ideal standing position with hopes of being transported out of your everyday life to somewhere truly special.

There’s a magnificent stage setting. There are video screens so you can see whatever’s happening onstage even if you’re in the cheap seats. There are huge stacks of sound equipment. There are thousands of lights around the stage, and people perched a hundred feet in the air in little cockpits to operate them. There is a wall of equipment, all finely tuned and ready for show time.

The construction before you is a glittering, sparkling marvel. And – in most cases, anyway – none of it was there a few days before. Over a hundred people will have spent a week building the huge stage, and those same arms and legs will be starting to dismantle it half an hour after the last song is played, while you, exhausted, shuffle out through the venue gates and make your way home. Those roadies and crew people will be working feverishly for hours after you’ve gone to bed, loading trucks and then driving them towards the next concert event.

Every aspect of staging a concert performance is intricate, demanding, highly skilled work. And at any stage of the process there are so many things that can go wrong. The wiring for a big concert looks like an explosion at a spaghetti factory. But backstage there are roadies who know every bit of that tangle of wires and cables. Every metre of it has a function in the overall structure of the two-hour show. And at any point any of it might decide to malfunction. Someone needs to know what to do – and then act quickly – when that happens. That person is a roadie.

When an amplifier splutters and stops – or when smoke starts billowing from the back of it – someone must resuscitate or replace it, fast. That person is a roadie.

When the over-enthusiastic fan next to you drinks his eighteenth beer and decides it’s a really good idea to climb onto the stage and race towards the singer, tripping over cords as he staggers forward, someone has to grab him, get him safely off the stage, and then sort out whatever complications have arisen from the thirty-second rampage. That person is a roadie.

Or when the lead singer decides to throw herself from the stage for an unscheduled crowd surf, still clutching a microphone, someone has to deal with the problems caused by this foray into thousands of fans, all of whom seem intent on grabbing the singer and the microphone. That person is a roadie.

Positioned at various spots around the stage and venue are a variety of highly skilled technicians. One is controlling the sound you hear, another oversees the lighting, others are responsible for each of the musicians onstage, their instruments and amplifiers. If a guitarist needs to change their guitar every second song, there needs to be someone at the side of the stage keeping all the instruments in tune, and knowing exactly when each one is required. That person is a roadie.

And when the performance is over, someone has to dismantle and organise all the bits and pieces that made the magnificent show you’ve just experienced, tightly packing cords and leads into boxes and removing everything from the stage, and loading that equipment into trucks and vans in ways that resemble the intricacies of the logic of a Rubik’s cube. Everything has to go in exactly the right spot – as that’s the way it will be unloaded for the next show. One box at a time. One truck at a time. All happening at once. Then the truck doors are shut tight and those trucks pull out of the backstage area and are dispatched onto highways and freeways, moving on to another town or venue, followed by all those exhausted human beings. Those people are roadies.

The bones of the concert bird will be deposited in the next backstage area in another city or town where the same crew will arrange for the skeleton to be unloaded, unpacked and rebuilt. It could be hours away, or days – or weeks. But the phoenix will rise again. The roadies give it wings. Sometimes people climb mountains just because they are there.

In carnival conditions, it’s hyped-up adrenalin surging bursts of activity. Extreme highs and hard comedowns. It’s addictive. And like any addiction, once you get on, it’s hard to stop. The personal costs – of putting the band, the set-up, the show, above everything else – can be great. Roadies do what they do so that you, the audience, have the best possible experience at a live music event – be that a good old-fashioned beer barn pub or a massive outdoor love festival or concert. If the artist sounds too soft, too loud or too distorted, you’re not going to have a great time. If the sounds and lights aren’t operating properly, you’ll notice. You’ll be disappointed. You’ll feel like you’ve wasted your money.

Good roadies are invisible. The better they do their job at a show, the less you see of them. If you catch sight of a roadie scrabbling across the stage and fiddling with a piece of equipment, that usually means something has gone wrong.

Roadies are a unique breed. They are fiercely individual and non-conformist, but also collegiate and accommodating. They are, and have to be, real team players. Like the pieces they assemble, they rely on each other to create the whole. It’s not going to work unless they all work together.

Roadies are literally always on the road, constantly on the move. They’ve run away to join the circus that is the world of rock’n’roll. They immerse themselves in it. And they are, for the most part, protected by it. They are in turn protective of the artists they work with. Some are fugitives on the run from their own emotions, from themselves. Others, quite literally, are on the run. Despite the day-to-day hammering their bodies take, and the emotional disruption they may experience, they keep doing it.

The classic roadie image is a stereotype. He has long, straggly hair, wears singlets and tattered jeans, has a ring of keys on his back pocket, bears a few tattoos, and has the pallor of someone who takes far too many drugs, drinks too much and has a girl in every town. That’s right – roadie culture is predominantly male. It’s never been exclusively that, and it’s slowly changing, but it’s still a testosterone-fuelled world, even if many roadies have a gentleness – almost an old-world chivalry – that’s not immediately apparent.

And there’s one thing every musician will tell you that goes a long way to explaining why musicians – at least the smart ones – are always very, very nice to their roadies. Cross a roadie and anything can happen, because roadies know everything. Absolutely everything.

Misbehaved on the road? The roadies know about it. And they know who with. And they probably have their number and beat you to it anyway. Overdoing it with the pharmaceuticals? The road crew have almost certainly been there, done that and are better at it than you. Do you have a fetish for albino sheepdogs bred in remote European villages? The road crew will know how to source one – and will shut up about your little secret. They may piss themselves with laughter when you’re not around, but when you are, it’s: ‘Mate, the babe is waiting. No, you don’t owe me anything.’

•

As Jimmy Barnes knows only too well, a good road crew is one of the essentials of the rock’n’roll world. You need songs, a singer, a band, an audience – and a first-rate road crew.

‘Most of the guys who do this job are very clever,’ he says, ‘and very resourceful. Necessity makes it happen. The show has to happen and they’ll do absolutely whatever it takes for that to happen. Our key roadies – like Gerry Georgettis, Nicky Campbell and Harry Parsons – not only introduced us to lots of music, but they were as instrumental in making Chisel the band we were as the actual band members were. They deserve an equal share. We couldn’t do it without them. They work harder than anyone I’ve met in my life.

‘Everyone in the business knows how integral they are to a show. They make it seamless. Cold Chisel would drive for three hours and there it would all be, set up and ready to go. Then we get all the glory and they tear it down, pack it up, transport it and set it up again before we get to the next town. That’s pretty amazing in itself.’

And as Barnes knows better than most, you don’t mess with your road crew. Ever. And if you do it’s at your own peril.

‘They know your darkest secrets. They know your weakest points. They know your strong points. They know more about you than any of the audience. And they know how they’ve had to prop you up and make you seem good so many times.

‘For years I’d be a mess and the crew would slap me around and get me onstage. Give me just enough to drink or a line to get me going and then push me out onto the stage.

‘When we were doing seven or eight shows a week – sometimes three on a Saturday night – we were fucked. It was just so much work. We were seeing stars, and to think they set up and took down the gear from morning till night, sometimes three times a day. And they had the same level of enthusiasm. If they didn’t have their shit together we didn’t come across onstage.

‘The crew were like the contact point for us with the audience. Crews plug everyone in the band into the audience.’

•

I’ve been around roadies for decades. During my years managing bands such as the Hoodoo Gurus and Paul Kelly and The Messengers/Coloured Girls, I hired a lot of them. I shared hotel rooms and vans with them. I’ve been yelled at by them, been looked after by them, and sadly had to fire or not rehire some of them.

Like every artist and manager, I’ve been guilty of taking them for granted. I’ve assumed they were bulletproof and capable of doing things that were clearly impossible. Even if the truck loaded with the crew and equipment drove at 300 kilometres an hour, they were not going to get from Gig A to Gig B in ten hours.

Over the years I’ve drunk far too much beer with roadies and bought far too many drugs from them. A good roadie always knows how and where to score. And they score good. Some of the crew from those days are still my friends.

I’ve only lost one friend to the rigours of the roadie world – and that was a woman trying her hand in the very blokey world of the mid-1980s Australian road crew. Genevieve Farmer was killed in a car accident near Coffs Harbour while working for The Johnnys. My obituary for her and a rumination on roadies was published in the Sun-Herald.

Really, I’m lucky to have known just one roadie who’s lost their life. Given the hundreds of thousands of kilometres driven by roadies over the decades, often on less-than-ideal roads and frequently with a bloodstream fuelled by alcohol and amphetamines – and just one or two (or three) joints – it’s astonishing that the road toll has been so low. The real carnage has been in the area of mental health. And it’s frightening. Very frightening.

When I was researching my biography of Michael Gudinski, I received invaluable assistance about the Melbourne music scene in the late 1960s and early 1970s from Adrian Anderson, who had worked extensively as a roadie. During one conversation he told me about the Australian Road Crew Association (ARCA), which was launched in 2013 by working and retired roadies to try to stall the staggering rate of suicide among former roadies. In basic terms, Australian road crew members suicide at four to five times the national rate. Internationally the rate is nowhere near as high.

Why have legions of Australian roadies been ending their own lives? There are some basic reasons. Physical incapacity. Poverty. Mental illness. Decreased demand. A changing workplace. A lot of the older generation began working in the business in their late teens. There was no occupational health and safety, and no training. They spent ten or twenty years pushing their bodies to breaking point.

And their bodies did break. Many former roadies suffer significant back and muscular-skeletal problems. They’ve had multiple surgeries, and body parts replaced. That’s if they can afford it. Others live with chronic pain. Too many roadies have passed away simply neglecting their own physical and mental health, or because they lack the means to get proper medical attention.

Sometimes the work just dries up. The artist a roadie has been committed to moves on, or a band breaks up. The Australian live scene is not what it was in the 1960s, ’70s, ’80s and even into the ’90s. There is less work, and more competition for it.

Until recent times there was no superannuation for roadies. Some roadies were paid comparatively well for the work they did, others not so well. There is still no holiday pay. Beyond watching great rock’n’roll, and a lifestyle that many enjoyed, there were no other benefits. Except maybe a sense of purpose, and of family and belonging. But when it’s all over, that can be lost too. For some, there is no one waiting at home, or no home at all.

Like the musicians they work for, roadies have a tendency to overuse alcohol, stimulants and other drugs. Often whatever they can get their hands on. Ultimately, though, using stimulants for short-term escapes or as pick-me-ups often masks deep-seated issues, which some roadies put off dealing with for years and years.

It’s an understatement but years on the road makes it hard to maintain long-term relationships. Find a former roadie who has a stable, longstanding relationship and you’ve found a roadie who is probably not in danger of self-harm. Sadly, there are many who don’t have stable relationships and family support.

Then there’s the issue of gaining other employment. Sure, there’s security work or corporate events for some, but for others many doors are closed because they have no recognised qualifications.

‘Mate, I can get Guns N’ Roses around the country, onstage and not missing a gig – but apparently I’m not qualified to do anything,’ said one former roadie.

The tragic suicide of Gerry Georgettis ten years ago galvanised the roadie community, and led to the formation of ARCA. The mantra of the organisation is that a roadie should call another roadie each week and check in on them, and this – along with financial assistance, in conjunction with the Support Act organisation – has dramatically reduced the suicide rate. Former roadies are learning that they’re not alone.

•

Why did I decide to write the stories of Australian roadies? Partly because I know and love the world they inhabit. I was stunned by the suicides, and acutely aware that with each passing we lost not only a great individual but a key part of Australian music and popular-culture history.

No one was recording oral histories with these roadies. No one was preserving their memories and stories, some of them hysterically funny, others beyond poignant.

Roadies know Australian music history in ways that no one else does. Not even the artists who make the music. Roadies know the real road stories, the successes, the disasters, the fuck-ups and the triumphs. They speak a language that is distinctly Australian. It’s direct, and often laden with expletives. And they tell a secret history of music in this country – from small pub bands to the mainstream success stories and the international tourists. Artists are only at their own gigs; roadies are at everybody’s gigs. That makes them custodians of a unique history of Australian and international rock’n’roll.

The roadies featured in this book have worked with dozens, often hundreds, of artists, across all musical styles. There is nothing they haven’t seen, fixed, set up or packed up. The world of the roadie is about providing a special service: it’s about making musicians look and sound as good as they possibly can, night after night after night.

Roadies are great storytellers. They have hundreds and hundreds (make that thousands) of yarns – almost all of them embellished to some degree by years of retelling. Theirs is in the classic oral-history tradition, apocryphal yarns passed along in seedy bars, backstage, in hotel rooms and cramped trucks. Many of those stories and shared reminiscences are in this book. Of course hundreds of them aren’t.

This book can’t hope to feature every Australian roadie, or tell all their stories. They could probably fill ten thick volumes and still only touch the surface. What I have attempted to do is bring you into the world of some amazing characters, and let them have a yarn about their journey on the road with Australian and international artists. It isn’t definitive, but I have no doubt that it is representative.

By the end of this book, I hope you never view a rock’n’roll concert the same way again. You’ll be looking around for the road crew. You’ll realise just what has taken place behind the scenes so you could witness this musical event – and what will continue to take place long after you’ve gone home.

One roadie I spoke to for this book commented that everyone admires a Ferrari – it looks magnificent and runs like a dream. But the real essence of a Ferrari is the engine under the bonnet. Without that, it’s just a good-looking piece of metal.

Road crew are the engine under the bonnet of every rock’n’roll performer.


1

In the Beginning

Unfortunately, and romantic though it may sound, on the seventh day God did not create roadies. Economics and the need for strong arms and increased mobility between a myriad of gigs created roadies.

Life before roadies? Yes, of course there was such a thing. That was a world where musicians carried their own gear and set it up themselves.

But in the rock’n’roll era the amount of equipment increased and musicians found themselves having to carry sound equipment, mixing desks, amps and occasionally even lights.

This all needed to be loaded in and out of vehicles, carted in and out of venues, and set up and operated. Enter the need for a roadie.

Who was the very first roadie? No one can answer that with any degree of certainty, but one artist who’s prepared to put their hand up and give a name to possibly the first Australian roadie is singer Col Joye. And he’s very definitive about it, explaining that before he started in the entertainment business, travelling artists – mostly country performers, such as Buddy Williams, Tex Morton and Slim Dusty – all transported their own equipment from town to town, loaded it onstage and got it working.

The first Australian roadie, according to Col Joye, was James Robert Doyle – Jim Doyle – and he emanated from the Bronte Surf Club in Sydney where he began working with The Joy Boys and their singer.

‘Jim Doyle was the first roadie in Australia and he moved equipment, set up equipment and worked the spotlight,’ Joye says emphatically.

Joye is adamant that he had a roadie well before Johnny O’Keefe.

‘We were among the first rock’n’roll bands to tour Australia. O’Keefe had only been out once or twice and they played rooms with an existing sound set-up. But we took all our own sound and lights. We had a six-by-four box trailer and a ute and another vehicle and we carried everything.’

What Joye is uncertain about is whether the roadie who became better known as ‘Spider’ Doyle started working with him in the very late 1950s or early ’60s. That specific detail is buried in the mists of time.

But what he does recall is that he and the Joy Boys used to play a dance on Sunday nights at the Bronte Surf Club.

‘One night a copper came up to me and said, “We’ve got this young bloke here and he’s going to get himself into trouble so see if you can find something for him to do because he’s on a downhill slide.”’

This potentially wayward youth, as Joye recalls, was both young and headstrong. Joye went up to Doyle and told him he was on the payroll and to pick up all the guitars and amplifiers and stick them in the back of the band’s utility. He said that the next night they had a dance at Lakemba and that Doyle needed to be there when the musicians arrived and unload the gear.

‘Spider’ Doyle, who was a teenager at the time he started, worked with Joye for the next decade and a half before eventually moving on to work at Telecom.

Even though he started roadying some years after ‘Spider’ Doyle, another pioneering Australian figure in this world was John Highlands, who began working with Max Merritt and the Meteors, soon after the band members left hospital and recuperated following a horrible car accident in June 1967.

A head-on collision on the way to a gig in Morwell in Victoria resulted in singer Merritt losing his right eye; saxophonist Bob Bertles was left with a permanent limp; and drummer Stewart Speer never regained full mobility after his legs were crushed.

Highlands and his mate Lee Dillow had come to know Bertles and Speer at the Spanish Club in the Latin Quarter in Sydney. Dillow had relocated to Melbourne and kept up contact with the musicians in their new band with Merritt.

Following the accident Dillow called Highlands, who was working in a cocktail bar in Sydney, and said there was work going in Melbourne with this band if he wanted it.

Prior to the accident Merritt and the Meteors did what most bands did – set up all their own gear and equipment – but now that was more complicated because of their injuries.

Highlands started carrying their gear in and out of gigs. Speer taught him how to set up the drum kit. It was basic stuff and Highlands didn’t even refer to himself as a ‘roadie’.

‘I just took care of them,’ he says. ‘They treated me as a part of the band. As it went on I was introduced to people as both their roadie and their mate.

‘I’m not sure about other states but I’m pretty sure I was the first full-time roadie in Melbourne. I 24/7 lived and breathed Max Merritt and the Meteors. I was constantly busy with up to twenty gigs a week.

‘In those days it was just so primitive. Little valve amps which were pretty easy to move in and out of gigs. You had to learn very quickly how to solve problems and have a back-up plan if the first one failed. You learnt from day one and there was hardly anyone to show you what to do. I’d set everything up – they just walked onstage and off.’

In 1968, when Max Merritt was taking a break from live work, Highlands also worked with Billy Thorpe.

‘I enjoyed Thorpie but I really loved Max,’ is how Highlands views it.

Highlands isn’t particularly fazed by claims of who came first in the roadie scene. He recalls Mick Cox, Wayne ‘Swampy’ Jarvis, Norm Swiney, Nick Campbell, John D’Arcy and others being around at a similar time, along with Daryl Kavanagh, another member of the first wave of serious, full-time roadies and the man who took over as Billy Thorpe’s main roadie.

Kavanagh – who was best man at Thorpe’s wedding – came out of the world of boxing, particularly on TV.

‘I used to fight on TV Ringside when Ron Casey started the TV show,’ Kavanagh says. ‘I was on the very first night, the same night Lionel Rose and Johnny Famechon boxed an exhibition bout of three rounds, the only time they were ever in a ring together.’

Next Kavanagh came into the orbit of Billy Thorpe. Apparently Thorpe had watched Kavanagh fight on TV and when the two met at the Thumpin’ Tum disco, the singer asked Kavanagh if he was interested in some work.

‘I started driving for him. None of them could drive after a gig because they were usually pretty full. I don’t drink or smoke, so I used to pick them up and drive them around. The band worked for wages, so I’d collect all the money from gigs and pay them whatever was agreed. I guess I was sort of like their manager.

‘I thought of myself more as a caretaker. And I got up during the day. No one else got up in daylight. I’d go and set up all the gear in the places we were playing and organise things.

‘And I drove everywhere – usually with Lobby Loyde, who would never fly. He was frightened, so he used to come in the van with me. I used to drive a dual-wheel transit van with the speaker boxes in the back.

‘After I’d set up the gear I’d go and wake them up and get them food or whatever was needed. I was like a caretaker, a bit of a gopher. I was the one everyone spoke to because I collected the money, set up the gear and did the lighting. I organised the food for the band and Billy’s dry-cleaning. That was my job.

‘I can remember at times having $20,000 or $30,000 in cash in a bag under the front seat of the car.’

Kavanagh drove Thorpe and the band everywhere – Sydney, Melbourne, Canberra, Brisbane and a lot of trips to Adelaide, because that was the closest major city to their home base.

When it came time for Thorpe to venture overseas he offered Kavanagh the opportunity to come to America with him, but the roadie decided to stay and did a stint with the New Zealand band Compulsion before moving out of the music industry caper.

‘I finished up when my wife told me that I could either stay working with bands or go with her – and she looked a lot better than they did, so my decision was made.’

Kavanagh was certainly not the last roadie to have to make that decision.
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The First Woman

Howard Freeman remembers being at a Sunbury Music Festival with Tana Douglas. The memory still makes him smile – and bristle.

‘Someone didn’t want her backstage in the security area and I told them to get fucked,’ he says. ‘That was the first time I got to say the words: “Fuck off – she is a roadie.” For Douglas to get through all that was pretty amazing. She did it by the size of her balls. And she was very good at her gig.’

Tana Douglas can lay a strong claim to being the world’s first female roadie. And not only was she a roadie, she also spent an extended period doing sound for AC/DC. Yes, that’s right. Sound. For. AC/DC. But doing things that hadn’t been done before was what Tana Douglas did best.

From the age of nine or ten, Douglas began running away from home and school. Eventually she was put in boarding school, which was harder to run away from. At boarding school in 1969 Douglas heard about the upcoming Woodstock festival and wanted to go. She called her dad and told him she wasn’t coming home for the holidays – she wanted to go and see Janis Joplin sing. She was about eleven at the time. This wasn’t going to happen.

Of course, Douglas’s father hopped in his car and drove to the school immediately, thinking his daughter had gone mad. She was too young even to know where Woodstock was. So Douglas and her father had a serious sit-down. She told him that if she could go to Woodstock, she would study hard and get A grades in everything, and she’d never ask for anything ever again. She figured she had to go because it’d be the only chance she’d ever have of seeing Janis. Sadly, she was right about that: Joplin died just a few months after the festival.

Eventually, Douglas did a runner and made her way to Nimbin, in northern New South Wales – ‘Australia’s answer to Woodstock’, as she calls it, ‘for everyone else who felt ripped off by not being able to go’.

Soon Douglas was doing the whole hippie thing. In 1973 in Nimbin she met a French guy called Philippe Petit, who a year later would walk across a tightrope between the two World Trade Center buildings in New York City. In Nimbin he and a coterie of friends were planning a less ambitious but still audacious venture. Petit was intending to do a tightrope walk between the northern pylons of the Sydney Harbour Bridge – just for practice, to get into the swing of things before tackling the World Trade Center.

To Douglas, this seemed beyond exciting, so instead of staying in the rainforests and growing pot she joined Petit’s gang and headed to Sydney, where she had a small but important role in the walk.

‘I didn’t do any of the rigging because obviously that’s really technical and they had their own crew for that,’ she recalls. ‘I was part of the ground crew – one of the people who caught the cans of film as they dropped them down off the edge and then took off like I was in The Great Escape so they didn’t get confiscated.’

After the thrill of the bridge walk, Douglas left Sydney and headed to Kuranda, growing pot and settling into the hippie lifestyle once again, but the lure of Sydney was strong and she soon returned.

‘I’d been running around naked pretty much, in the forest. It was the whole “Kumbaya” thing up there, playing guitar by the fire every night looking at the stars thing up there,’ she says. ‘Everyone was telling me not to go back to Sydney, and certainly not to Kings Cross, but by now I was curious and my response was: “Why not?” So, off I went.’

By chance, Douglas ended up sharing an apartment with two other young women who were into the Sydney nightlife. They started club-hopping together, and it was at the Whiskey A Go Go in William Street, just down from the main drag of Kings Cross, that Douglas met a man who would play a major role in her life: the already legendary Wayne ‘Swampy’ Jarvis.

‘He was working with some R&B band from the States playing for all the American soldiers. It was really the dregs of that scene, with lots of servicemen coming through. But I was pretty interested as the music was completely electric, whereas in the forest where I came from it was all acoustic. I was asking Swampy questions and he was telling me things, and then he asked if I wanted to come back the next night, which I did.’

Douglas rocked up late. Everyone involved with the band and the show had gone out and got trashed the night before. The gear was staying at the club for the next night’s show, so there was no packing up and loading out to do. Party time.

That was why the sound guy figured he could arrive at the very last minute, along with the band – but the cleaning ladies at the venue had thought they’d do the right thing and clean his desk for him, so all the settings had been changed from the way he left it. When Douglas arrived the guy was freaking out, running backwards and forwards between his desk and the band and trying to get everything back the way it was.

‘Swampy’s running around too,’ Douglas remembers. ‘I asked what happened and he said, “The fucking sound guy isn’t happening – that’s what happened!” The show that night was terrible, and I only stayed to see if he could get it together in time.’

The next day Swampy and the band were heading to Melbourne. Douglas was amazed that people actually got paid to travel with bands.

Not long afterwards, one of the women Douglas was sharing her flat with said that some friends of hers from a Melbourne band, Fox, were coming to Sydney for some gigs. This flatmate was driving Douglas crazy, forever carrying on about how great Melbourne was, and how her parents would take care of her if she moved back. Douglas started praying that Fox would give her flatmate a lift back down south.

At their last Sydney gig of that run she introduced the idea to the band’s guitarist, Peter Laffey, who said that if all the band’s gear was packed and they got on the road that night, the flatmate could come with them. Now Douglas was on a mission.

‘I looked at the stage and all the gear, and everyone was wandering around in circles and doing nothing, so I offered to help. Everyone in the band laughed, knowing the reaction I’d get from their crew guys, so I wandered over to the stage and told them I’d give them a hand and asked what I could do. They showed me how to coil cables. There is a definite way to do it correctly and I learnt how.’

As Douglas worked, the other roadies started picking up their game: they didn’t want to be shown up by some girl. In no time they had everything loaded into the truck. Douglas threw her flatmate into the front seat, and off she went.

The next time Fox returned to Sydney for more gigs, they called Douglas and said they were a guy short: did she want to come and do the gig? It was that casual. She thought it was hilarious that they asked, and figured they just wanted to see if she could do it again.

During Fox’s run of Sydney shows, Douglas met a roadie who would mentor her: the already established, already bordering on legendary, and certainly infamous $crooge Madigan. He was the roadie for Daddy Cool, with whom Fox was doing a show. Swampy Jarvis was also at the gig as he was working for the promoter. These guys took Douglas seriously.

‘No one acted like, “What the fuck is going on?” – they just told me what went where, and I just went and did it. I was just sponging everything up, and I didn’t want to make a fool of myself. Then Fox said they were going back to Melbourne and asked if I wanted to go back with them.’

Fox’s booking agent worked in what was known at the time as Mushroom House, and that was where Douglas met a young Michael Gudinski. She went to the office every week to collect Fox’s worksheets, which explained the details of the gigs they had coming up. Fox was doing okay for a band of their level, with three or four shows a week in and around Melbourne. Douglas thought that was a lot – until she saw the work schedule of the next band she would get involved with.

The roadie world at this time was still comparatively small. There was $crooge, Swampy, John D’Arcy and a handful of others. They all knew each other and knew the lifestyle. They were all blokes until Douglas came along. And because she was accepted by the ‘cool guys’, other roadies accepted her as well.

Fox began to run out of steam, so booking agent Bill Joseph started to look around for other work for Douglas. Joseph became a father figure to her. ‘He was kind, always letting me into his office and telling me things and teaching me stuff,’ she says. ‘Gudinski would fly in and out of rooms and I’d listen to what I could from him, too. I think everyone got used to me just being around. It’s like a stray kitten that wanders in and someone feeds it, and before you know it everyone’s feeding it. Then it’s, “Oh yeah, that’s our cat.”’

One day Joseph mentioned to Douglas that there was a band coming to town and they’d be looking for a full crew, and he thought it’d be an interesting job. Douglas felt loyal to the Fox guys but still she didn’t really hesitate.

It was definitely interesting – and more. The band was called AC/DC.

Joseph hooked Douglas up with their manager, Michael Browning, and she went round to the band’s house in Lansdowne Road, East St Kilda. It was late 1974. There she met Bon Scott, and Angus and Malcolm Young. Also there were Harry Vanda and George Young. After the introductions were made, they told Douglas the band needed someone to be their stage roadie, and asked if she wanted to do it. ‘I can do that,’ she replied.

They also needed a PA, so Douglas went and picked it up. She was thereafter in charge of looking after it.

Initially, Douglas was AC/DC’s roadie. There was a lot of equipment that needed moving around. The only person who had more equipment was Billy Thorpe.

‘In the beginning we had an amazing couple of months just hanging around the house, auditioning people,’ Douglas says. ‘They were writing songs and also recording. They’d take off for a couple of days and go to Sydney to record some things, and then they’d come back down to Melbourne. George and Harry would trade bass or drum parts. And that’s how it was. It wasn’t really a band then.’

In Douglas’s opinion, the AC/DC the world knows started at that time in the house in St Kilda. The glam rock period – when they dressed in pink satin and Dave Evans fronted the band – was over. Bon Scott was singing, and the dress – with the exception of Angus’s perennial schoolboy outfit – was working-class and ‘rock’.

‘They’d been in Sydney, and George and Harry had had the “You know what, this isn’t going to work” chat. That’s when they decided on the change of direction. The big vision started at Lansdowne Road.’

Douglas was AC/DC’s roadie for their first shows with Bon Scott fronting the band. ‘Bon was still friends with his wife, even though they’d just separated. After the gig we went to her house and had a barbecue. That’s where Bon announced that he’d joined the band!’

According to Douglas, the passing of time has distorted some versions of this period of AC/DC. Even those very close to the band don’t have totally accurate recollections of the time. She laughs as she recalls a Sunbury Music Festival that AC/DC didn’t play at.

‘We didn’t have a proper bass player then,’ she says. ‘George was going to play bass but we ended up having a fight with Deep Purple backstage, and we just went, “Fuck it, we’re not playing.”’

Douglas was with AC/DC for about 18 months, and as well as being their roadie she did the front-of-house sound. In those days, the roadies did everything that the band didn’t do.

‘I was with them for the first three albums,’ she says. ‘We went back to Sydney as returning heroes. They invited me to stay with their families for a night before we started a run of Bondi Lifesaver shows. I think we did four or five nights there and 12 shows in total. Then we came back to Melbourne and did the Myer Music Bowl, and we started doing Festival Halls and the like.’

But things were changing rapidly in AC/DC’s world. Their audiences were growing, and the sound requirements at the larger gigs meant that the band’s old PA system just wasn’t cutting it anymore. ‘It got to the point where they needed a lighting rig and a bigger PA, because the one we had just couldn’t handle Bon’s voice. He just couldn’t cut through it.’ The band decided they needed a production company.

With the exception of Bon Scott, AC/DC was a very young rock’n’roll band. The police would often turn up at pubs to arrest Angus because they assumed he was underage with his schoolboy uniform, even though he was 19 at the time and allowed into pubs, and Douglas – who at 16 was underage – would run interference so he could avoid the cops.

Douglas was a fine sound person, particularly as – like all road crew from that era – she’d learnt on the job, with no formal training.

‘I was out of my depth with sound at this stage and there was no one to show me,’ she reflects. ‘There was no time to refine things. There was a minimum of ten shows a week. I sabotaged the tops on Angus’s amp because it was the only way I could get Bon’s voice above it. I had to do it. That’s how desperate it was.’

Things were escalating rapidly. The band was living at the Freeway Gardens Motel in Melbourne, and according to Douglas it was a free-for-all. Girls broke in through the windows hoping they’d be in the room of one of the band members. People wanted to fight her at gigs, particularly female fans jealous of her closeness to the band.

‘They’d go, “Who the fuck are you?” so it got a little hairy there for a while and I had to rethink things. Then we got this horrible bus thing. That was also pretty much the beginning of the end for me, because it was just horrible. The travel thing that I’d signed on for wasn’t this. The bus kept breaking down all the time, and it was freezing and horrible. You’d have to actually cuddle someone to avoid freezing to death on the road. I went to myself, “You know what, this isn’t happening.”’

At the end of 1975 Douglas was also starting to get a bit disillusioned with AC/DC and what was happening. It was all moving too fast, and she felt she couldn’t see clearly where she was going. She needed to stop and think, but that meant stepping away from the band because they weren’t stopping for anyone.

Douglas was closest to Malcolm Young, although she had a strong bond with Angus as well, and with their families. On reflection, she thinks that family was – and is – so important to the Youngs that it might have been a factor in why they enjoyed having her on the road. ‘With a girl on their crew, it gave them a little semblance of home,’ she says, ‘because with me around it didn’t just seem like a bunch of guys on the road going for it.’

Eventually, Malcolm took Douglas aside and told her that they felt they needed someone more experienced to do their sound. He asked her if she wanted to take over doing lights, but she decided instead to leave and find a place where she could learn more.

Still not even 18 years of age, Douglas said farewell to AC/DC – but they parted on good terms. Now she had to sort out what she was going to do – and find somewhere to live, as during her AC/DC time all that had been taken care of.

In the end she had virtually no time off. The promoter and tour manager Ron Blackmore had taken over a PA system that the American band Blood, Sweat & Tears had left in Australia in 1973. Instead of shipping it back to America it was decided to leave it in Australia with Bruce Jackson, the sound engineer who had formed Jands, and then use it for an upcoming Johnny Cash tour. It was pretty much the best PA system in the world at the time, a mythical beast known as a Clair Brothers System. That became Ron Blackmore’s calling card. With it, he and promoter Paul Dainty secured 90 per cent of the international tours coming to Australia in the era. Everyone wanted to use a Clair Brothers PA.

And Blackmore picked a superlatively talented array of young Australian road crew to work with it: Wyn Milsom, Peter Wilson, Howard Page, Peter Rooney, Nicky Campbell, Michael Oberg and others. They needed a lighting person, and Douglas got the gig.

‘That was amazing,’ she recalls. ‘Out of all the people in Australia who could have got that job, I did. And I’ve got Peter Wilson teaching me electricity, and I’ve got Swampy and all these other guys – I’ve got the cream to learn from.

‘There were no rules, and people were making shit up as they went along. And that attitude stays with you – that’s why so many Australians got snapped up by international bands. It was because they couldn’t believe the ingenuity. It’s the stuff people joke about now. “Just drive a six-inch nail in there so the fuse won’t blow? Okay, let’s try it. It has a wooden handle, doesn’t it? Step back – it might make a noise.”

‘That’s what kept me going in those early years. It was simply that I didn’t know any better.’

Eventually, Douglas moved to England. She wanted to go to America but circumstances dictated that the UK was her next stop. There she shared a flat with Swampy Jarvis, who was working with Status Quo, and also making a name for himself for other reasons.

‘He was quite the lad with the girls,’ Douglas laughs.

That reputation landed Jarvis in all sorts of trouble, including being shot at by an American singer/songwriter after he suspected the Australian tour manager was having an affair with his recently ex-wife.

Not long after, Jarvis suffered a massive heart attack in the UK and returned to Australia, but Douglas stayed on, working as a lighting person with Status Quo. Through this she ended up working for TASCO, one of the world’s biggest sound production companies, which ended up buying the Quo’s lighting system so that when the band wasn’t working they could offer both sound and lighting equipment and crews.

While running the lighting, Douglas worked with an astonishing array of artists, and on events such as Prince Andrew’s 21st birthday party at Windsor Castle, where Elton John was the entertainment.

‘Everyone’s off their head, Elton wouldn’t get off the stage, it was a nightmare,’ she laughs now.

Douglas still harboured an ambition to get to the States, but she kept working with Status Quo and a myriad of other acts. She even returned to Australia a few times with the Quo.

‘You came back a conquering hero,’ she says. ‘And it made the local crew people feel really good to see us doing it, because Australia was so isolated back then. It was such a small industry, and a hard industry in Australia. People drove everywhere – there was no flying. They didn’t get enough sleep, and cars and trucks were running off the road. It was tough touring in Australia.’

After years working in the UK, Douglas decided that England’s weather was miserable and cold: she needed to get out. There’d also been an enjoyable nine-month stint in Paris, working with French superstar Johnny Hallyday. Setting up and running his lighting system was a challenge Douglas enjoyed.

‘We were working with this massive lighting system, and there was a discussion about whether or not something could be done. Everyone looked at me and I said, “If you can think it, then it can be done.”

‘Paris was nice but you’re not seeing a lot of it. You get up at 5 pm, go and do the show and get to bed at 6 am. You don’t really see daylight for months, and that’s not healthy.’

Halliday wanted Douglas to be his mistress. She replied by saying that as soon as she permanently relocated to Paris, she was sure he’d dump her. His reply was priceless: ‘Tana, we leave our wives, but not our mistresses.’

Douglas had by this stage moved to America. TASCO had a sound equipment office in New York, but when they opened a lighting division on the west coast in the 1980s, Douglas moved to LA. There she ended up working with lots of heavy rock and metal bands.

‘I hated a lot of it,’ she recalls. ‘I got stuck with one US performer’s first solo tour, with him and his partner crawling on the floor and puking everywhere and vowing their undying love. It was ugly. Very ugly. But they had a great road crew and that’s probably why everyone stayed.’

With the exception of a brief sojourn back in Australia, Douglas has been based in Los Angeles ever since, running her own tour logistics business. If you have a lot of concert equipment that needs to be freighted anywhere in the world, Douglas is your go-to woman.

Today Douglas is semi-retired, but something keeps dragging her back – and it’s not always the money. She still loves music, concerts, production, lighting – the excitement and the challenge of it all. And it all started with AC/DC.

‘I’ve never really felt normal anywhere else,’ she laughs, although perhaps with a hint of poignancy. ‘People would see me working and say, “What are you doing, bitch?” And I’d look at them and say, “Well, I’m loading a truck – would you like to give me a hand?”’
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