


A Star Is Norm

My dad was responsible for my comedy education, directly and indirectly.

An unfailingly polite man, with sparkling eyes, sandy blond hair, and an inbuilt desire to make sure everyone else was happy, Bob Hills was perfectly suited to his job as a member of the Qantas cabin crew.

Although my father’s career meant he spent a lot of time away from us, when he was home he was home all day. So once our homework was done, Dad would sit with us and watch whatever was on TV – usually old episodes of MASH, or our favourite, The Bugs Bunny Show.

He also had a love of comedy, and together we’d listen to albums by Peter Sellers and Allan Sherman. If I close my eyes, I can hear my dad impersonating an in-character Sellers describing how toothbrushes are made, ‘The little holes in the top are put in manually, or in other words, once a year.’

Anyone familiar with my recent work on The Last Leg won’t be surprised to know that Allan Sherman was famous for putting new words to old tunes to create some of the first comedy song parodies. ‘Hello Muddah, hello Faddah, here I am at Camp Grenada,’ was one of his hits.

As we grew older, so did our comedic references, and Mel Brooks became a household favourite. There is a scene in Brooks’s History of the World, Part 1, where a gathering ends with the call, ‘Let’s end the meeting on a high note,’ at which all involved sing an operatic high note.

Our family ended every get together like that from the moment we saw the movie to the moment my dad died. It was literally the last thing he said to me.

Dad’s job also meant we could fly around the world for free on staff travel, but on one condition: we flew standby. That meant rocking up at the airport, bags packed, house locked up, fridge empty – and then hoping there would be four seats available on whatever flight we had chosen. Which is why my first ever international journey was spent sitting three rows in front of my parents.

I was nine, Brad was six, and we were all flying to Los Angeles. As the plane levelled off and the headsets were distributed, I discovered the inflight comedy channel, which featured a Danish comedian and pianist by the name of Victor Borge.

It was the funniest, most amazing thing I’d ever heard – this strange man making people laugh about phonetic punctuation and classical piano. Apparently, I stood up on my seat and yelled three rows back to my parents, ‘Mum, Dad, there’s a man being funny on the radio!’

Of course, I had heard comedy before at home, and in the car, but this was the first time I became aware that other people listened to it as well. I spent the rest of the flight letting the programme replay over and over, knowing which jokes were about to appear, and marvelling as the audience discovered them for the first time.

Later that year, my first ever comedy appearance took place. It was a school performance day – Sutherland Primary School to be precise – and I had written a comedy play called SuperNorm.

SuperNorm was based on ‘Norm’, a particularly Australian cartoon character invented for a national get-fit campaign, called ‘Life. Be in it.’ It is still one of the best ideas for a public campaign I’ve ever seen.

Norm was a beer-gutted couch potato, constantly exhorted by his sister Libby to do some sort of physical activity. With a jingle every Australian knew by heart, and can still repeat to this day, we as a nation got off our collective asses to: ‘Be in it, today. Live more of your life.’

Aaanyway, this gave me the idea for SuperNorm – a superhero whose only discernible power was that he could deflect anything with his enormous gut. Bullets, beer cans, the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, were all repelled by his wobbly belly.

From memory, I wrote, directed, cast, starred in, and even designed my own costume – Bonds T-shirt, Stubbies shorts, terry towelling hat, and a pillow for my stomach. I honestly can’t remember if it was funny, but I do remember having an absolute ball doing it.

Around the same time, Paul Hogan debuted a TV character called Super Dag, a pillow-gutted superhero in a terry towelling hat and Stubbies shorts who deflected things with his beer gut.

Coincidence? Or did he steal the idea from me? You be the judge.

Stand Up in Front of the Class

Most people think of comedians as being the joker in class, the person who interrupts every lesson with a line that makes all the other kids laugh, and both enrages and tickles the teacher at the same time.

That was not me.

I was the quiet kid, who did all his work, and only spoke when spoken to. But when it was my turn to speak, I made sure it was funny. One presentation to the class took the form of a Morecambe and Wise routine, while another short story was so full of in-jokes about my classmates, it made no sense whatsoever to our teacher.

A report card came home with a comment from my history teacher praising my sense of humour, and I was prouder of that than any of the marks or grades on the entire page.

The closest I came to the entertainment industry was when one of our substitute teachers, Mr Doyle, appeared in a TV ad for Pizza Hut. His one big moment came as he bit into a Super Supreme Pizza, and uttered the line: ‘Mmmmm, super.’

As you can imagine, we trailed him around the school for weeks, mocking him with those words, and he left soon after.

Had I known that Mr John Doyle would later team up with a guy























































































Adelaide Hills

A few months into my second year of radio, I was told by the boss that an on-air role had come up in Adelaide, and that I should apply for it.

I cobbled together a selection of sketches and songs I had written, and sent them off. A week later, the programme director and a producer from SAFM Adelaide met with me in Sydney and offered me the role of co-host of the breakfast show.

The current host was one of the original 2DayFM breakfast hosts, for whom Belinda and I had written as freelancers. Technically, we had replaced him at the station, but I got along with him well, and was looking forward to being on air with him.

Until I arrived in Adelaide, and found out I was actually replacing him. Again.

Man, radio was a tough business.

Someone once told me that because listeners don’t see your face, they don’t form as much of an attachment to you, so it’s easier to replace you.

In the time I was at SAFM, I was part of:



	*	The Morning Zoo (with Scott McBain)


	*	The Morning Crew (with Sean Murphy)


	*	The Morning Crew (with Toni Tenaglia)


	*	The Morning Crew (with Toni Tenaglia and John Vincent)


	*	The Morning Crew (with Toni Tenaglia, John Vincent and Steve Bedwell)


	*	I then went on holidays for two weeks and came back to find my role on the breakfast show was being reduced. A month later, it was reduced so much that I was no longer required on the breakfast show, so I co-hosted the nine-till-midday slot with Bernie Brittain.


	*	I then co-hosted that slot with Jason Staveley.


	*	Then I learnt how to work the radio panel and hosted the Adam Hills Morning Show.




All of this happened in the space of five years.

Once again, I was still doing stand-up on the weekends, so it’s fair to say I was absolutely wrecked.

And once again, I was probably out of my depth. A couple of times the station had to apologise for badly judged jokes I had made on air, and I quickly learned the very slight differences in lingo between Adelaide and Sydney.

‘Cozzies’ became ‘bathers’, the sandwich meat known as ‘Devon’ became ‘Fritz’, ‘Chance’ and ‘Dance’ no longer rhymed with ‘pants’, but had to be pronounced ‘Charnce’.

I must have done a convincing job, though, because most South Australians now refer to me as ‘Adelaide’s Own’ – the highest honour they can bestow upon you.

Coincidentally, while I was appearing on Adelaide radio every morning, my brother Brad had auditioned for a role as a presenter on a kids’ TV show. The same show that Agro still appeared on. The same Agro for whom I’d been writing jokes in Sydney.

Brad got the job, and when Jamie found out he was my brother, he got a hug as well. Occasionally I’d pop the TV on in the studio while we were on air, and the pride I felt was indescribable as I looked up and saw my ‘little’ bro on screen.

It was a formative time for me, as I rented my first apartment, made new friends, and established myself in a whole new city – not to mention co-hosting a breakfast radio show at the age of twenty-two.

Over the following five years, I interviewed Sting, the Blues Brothers Band, Chris Isaak and Joan Armatrading.

I became friends with some of the Adelaide Crows footballers, and we ran an on-air competition for our listeners to write a new club song. Our favourite submission was produced up, sung by Jim Keays of Masters Apprentices, and submitted to the club. They still use that song now, and I feel a pang of pride whenever I hear it.

I formed a lifelong bond with one of my favourite cities in the world.

And the whole time I had the words of Sydney comedian Graham Pugh ringing in my head.

When I told him of the Adelaide offer, he said simply, ‘Take the job, but make sure you build up your “fuck you” money. Because one day the radio bosses will get sick of you, or you’ll get sick of them – and when that happens, you can say, “Fuck you, this is how much money I made out of you.” Then go back to stand-up.’

Great advice.

I Gotcha

It started as a dumb idea.

There was a mouse plague in South Australia, and one of the writers suggested we should cull them and use them for meat.

The thought of trying to slice up tiny pieces of mouse steak made us giggle, and it was decided that we would ring a local butcher to see if they were interested in buying some mouse steaks. It was deemed funny enough to become a regular segment, so we began to play harmless prank calls on local businesses.

Eventually the ideas ran thin, so we asked our listeners if there was anyone they wanted pranked. Now this is hardly the most original of ideas, but for some reason it took off, and we were deluged by dozens of faxes a day.

The brilliant thing was, the listeners did the work for us. They’d give us details about a friend who had bought a suit and shirt at a store, but had only been charged for the shirt. They would then suggest we should ring the friend and pretend we were from the police, and were charging them with shoplifting.

They all but wrote the bits for us.

Having said that, it took a lot of effort to get one right. We would pre-record them after we’d finished the live show, but in the days before mobile phones, not everyone would answer.

When they did answer, not everyone would believe us. When they did, not everyone would react with enough energy for the call to go to air. And if they did all of that, the whole thing still had to be edited down to two and half minutes.

The calls themselves bordered on cruel, but we did have a few ground rules, by way of exonerating ourselves:

1. 

No call went to air without the permission of the person on the other end.

2. 

We always made sure that revealing it was a prank call was a relief, rather than a letdown. Telling someone they’ve won the lottery, then revealing it’s a prank is not funny. Telling someone they’re being charged with shoplifting, then revealing that it’s a radio station calling is a relief.

3. 

We always told the victim who it was that had dobbed them in. That usually got the best reaction of the call, as they suddenly realised Dave from accounts was behind all this (thus letting us off the hook).

4. 

Wherever possible, I also tried to make the calls more silly than cruel.

My favourite went roughly like this:

Woman: Hello?

Adam: Hello, is that Sharon?

W: 

Yeah.

A: 

Sharon, it’s Michael Madsen here from the RSPCA. I’m just returning your call from last week about a, um, turtle?

W: 

Yes?

A: 

So what seems to be the problem?

W: 

Well, I put some new weed in the tank a few weeks ago, and ever since then, me turtle’s been looking really sick.

A: 

What kind of weed was it?

W: 

A kind of bluey-greeny-browny turtle weed.

A: 

Oh, that’s the worst kind.

W: 

Oh no. Really?

A: 

Sharon, I’m sorry to say your turtle may be having an allergic reaction to the weed.

W: 

Oh my Goddd. What should I do?

A: 

Well, as soon as you get home, you’d better take the weed out straight away. Then you’re gonna have to disinfect the turtle.

W: 

Oh my Goddd. How do I do that?

A: 

Well, you’re gonna have to take him out of his shell and give him a good scrub.

W: 

Take him out of his shell?

A: 

Yes.

W: 

How do I do that?

A: 

Well, the best thing to do is to gently grab his head with a pair of pliers, right?

W: 

Right.

A: 

Then with your other hand, keep a tight grip on the shell . . .

W: 

Right.

A: 

Then, just, YANK HIM RIGHT OUTTA THAT SHELL!

W: 

Oh no, I couldn’t do that. It’d hurt him.

A: 

Well, you’re gonna have to disinfect him somehow.

W: 

Isn’t there another way to get him out of the shell?

A: 

You could try to scare him out.

W: 

How?

A: 

You could sneak up behind him and make a loud noise.

W: 

With what?

A: 

Blow up a paper bag, then sneak up quietly behind him when he’s least expecting it. Pop the bag, he’ll jump out of his shell, all you have to do is catch him and bung him in a bath of disinfectant.

W: 

What if he runs under the couch?

A: 

Stifles a laugh.

W: 

Couldn’t you come around and do it for me?

A: 

Well, yes, I suppose I could.

W: 

That’d be great. What was your name again?

A: 

It’s actually Adam Hills from the SAFM Morning Crew.

W: 

OHH MY GODDDDD!

A Nose by Any Other Name

Picture this – a worshipped Seventies superstar steps off a plane at Adelaide airport, worn out from a long flight, not entirely sure what time of day it is, and is met by the local press. For Barry Manilow it was probably a normal day at the office, until a certain TV reporter thrust a camera in his face and asked a question that probably still makes her shiver.

‘What’s the best Barry Manilow joke you’ve ever heard?’

From the moment it was announced Mr Manilow was coming to town, we wanted him on the show. How could we not? The man behind such musical gems as ‘Copacabana’, and . . . um . . . actually, that alone is enough to make him a legend in my book (and coincidentally, this is my book).

There are few opening lyrics in musical history that evoke the same reaction as, ‘Her name was Lola, she was a showgirl . . .’ To this day whenever I hear the line, ‘he called her over,’ I instinctively whistle – an embarrassing habit when sitting in a doctor’s waiting room.

The question was: what to do with him. Possibly the daggiest man of our generation, the butt of more nasally centred jokes than Barbra Streisand, but without the gay-icon status, he was ripe for the roasting. That’s why John Vincent (‘Vinnie’ to his friends and listeners) suggested we should take the opposite tack, and actually elevate him to hero status.

‘When everyone else is being negative,’ he offered, ‘the funny thing to do is be positive. Why don’t we put together a Barry Manilow fan club, assemble them on a truck outside his hotel, and have them sing “Copacabana” for two hours?’

You know, it was just crazy enough to work.

We had already placed a few calls to his publicist requesting an interview, but when you’re as big as Barry, you hardly need the extra publicity of a local radio show – or so we thought. Back at the airport, one simple question was about to make our day.

Now I’ve heard a few Barry gags in my life (‘How do you make Barry Manilow’s nose three feet long? Fold it in half’) and I’m sure Bazza has, too, but this particular day he’d obviously had enough. That question again, ‘What’s the best Barry Manilow joke you’ve ever heard?’

He stopped, gave a look that would make Medusa shiver, and replied (and I know this is true, because they showed it on the news), ‘Fuck you. Is that the best question you can find? Fuck. You. I get off a plane in Adelaide and that’s the first question I get? Fuck you, lady, fuck you.’

Oh my God. Barry Manilow snapped. The Adelaide general populace couldn’t have been more shocked if Cliff Richard had held a virgin sacrifice on the tarmac. Barry stormed off to his awaiting limo, leaving his publicist to pick up the pieces. If only she could find someone to do a positive interview with His Nosiness, guaranteed to leave him and the punters with a happy glow.

Their names were Toni, Adam and Vinnie, they were three DJs.

We were told at 11 a.m., two hours after coming off air, that there was a chance we might have a phone interview with Barry Manilow. The three of us had already been awake since 4 a.m., but there was no way we were going to miss this. The next four hours were spent assuring the publicist that we would be respectful, that we wouldn’t mention the airport incident, and that the fans on the truck would sing on key. She in turn did her best to put Barry in the right frame of mind for an interview, promising him there’d be no proboscis-related tomfoolery.

His name was Barry, he called them over (Phwisshht).

At 3 p.m. the call came – Mr Manilow will speak to you. We called his hotel and said the words that still give me butterflies. ‘We’d like to speak to Barry Manilow, please. He’s expecting our call.’ He answered. HE answered, and one of the strangest and best interviews of my career was underway.

Talking to Barry Manilow was like befriending an abused puppy. He was understandably wary, and often responded to a question with the phrase, ‘Is that a joke?’ Don’t get me wrong, he was a perfect gentleman – personable, funny, interesting and even charming, but he was sure we were about to turn on him at any moment.

When he happened to remark that he loved sweet biscuits, Toni responded with, ‘We’ll have to send you a packet of Iced Vo Vos then.’ There was a pause, and Barry asked warily, ‘What are they? Is that a joke?’

We carefully explained that Iced Vo Vos were two strips of pink marshmallow, surrounding a strip of jam, covered in coconut on a biscuit base, and were as Australian as . . . well, lots of other things he wouldn’t have heard of. He said he’d like to try some, and the interview was back on track.

To be honest, I can’t remember anything else about what was said, only that it was so delicate it made the Middle East peace talks look like a bout of WWE Wrestling. After fifteen minutes of chat, we bade farewell to the Bard of Manilow, and set about the task of editing down the interview.

The following morning was the audio equivalent of a bedroom shrine. Twenty mad ‘Fanilows’ spent two hours on the back of a flat-bed truck singing ‘Copacabana’ outside the Adelaide Hilton, while we took listeners’ calls to find the best all-time Manilow song, interspersed with the previous day’s interview. Not one negative word was said about the great man, and when we came off air at 9 a.m., we were pretty damn happy with ourselves.

At 9.05 a.m. our producer came into the studio with a triumphant smile and announced, ‘Barry Manilow’s publicist just rang. Barry asked her to say that yesterday’s interview was one of his favourites, and that he loved the fans on the truck. He even considered joining them, but he spotted the journalist from the airport and decided to keep his distance. He listened to the show today and really enjoyed it, and just wanted to say thank you.’

Vinnie was right, and I took that lesson with me for the rest of my career – when everyone else is being cynical, a positive slant becomes funny. At 9.25 a.m. we sent Barry Manilow a packet of Iced Vo Vos, and set about planning the next day’s programme.

But that was twenty years ago, when there used to be a show.

Good Times and Great Rock ’n’ Roll

One of the joys of hosting a breakfast radio show is that you get all the big guests, sometimes in person, sometimes over the phone. We interviewed the Corrs and Savage Garden, sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to the drummer from Bon Jovi, and played some of Russell Crowe’s favourite songs.

Julian Clary said one of the funniest things I have ever heard in an interview. We were pre-recording the whole thing to play on the following morning’s show, and although Steve had gone home for the day, he still wanted to be a part of it. So he recorded his own question to be played during the interview.

Julian sashayed into the studio, took his seat, and listened patiently as we explained that halfway through our Q&A session, we would be playing a question from Steve from the tape deck, and could he please act like Steve was still in the studio.

After five minutes of chat – mainly skincare tips – we eventually reached the point of Steve’s question. Toni pressed Play, and Steve’s recorded voice inquired, ‘Now Julian, will you be bringing the lovely Russell on tour with you?’

Our esteemed guest considered the query for a moment, then replied softly, ‘I’m sorry, could you rephrase the question please?’

* * *

Alice Cooper was brilliant. He was charming, funny, chatty, and referred to his character as ‘Alice’, as opposed to his real name, Vinnie. Leather jacket, black jeans, long dark hair, he was everything you would hope he’s gonna be.

We fired a list of questions at him, including, ‘If you could cover one song, what would it be?’

He replied, ‘The Beach Boys. “I Get Around.” ’

‘What?’ I shot back. ‘Alice Cooper, the man who supposedly bit the head off a chicken on stage wants to do a Beach Boys’ song?’

‘Yeah, man, of course. It’s the ultimate rock and roll song. Think about it.’ He started to growl the lyrics, and in his voice, they took on a truly grungy tone.

‘“None of the guys are goin’ steady, cos it wouldn’t be right, to leave your best girl home on a Saturday night.” ’ He paused. ‘Now that’s rock and roll, man.’

* * *

Speaking of rock and roll, one of my on-air partners committed the ultimate sin when he asked Meatloaf, ‘A lot of people took you seriously, but you were actually taking the piss out of rock and roll, weren’t you?’

‘What?’ he bellowed down the phone line. ‘Taking the piss? ARE YOU KIDDING ME? I took my rock and roll seriously. The only people taking the piss are those candy-ass rock stars who pretend they’re tryin’ to save the world, or them stinkin’ boy bands that have their songs written for them. Rock and roll is about excess, man. It’s about big long songs about girls and sex. And anybody who says any different – they’re the ones taking the piss, man.’

Right on brother.

* * *

Alexei Sayle was one of my favourite interviewees ever. I was doing the late-night shift at the time, and therefore had less restrictions. After a genuinely lovely and funny chat about his upcoming shows, his career, and comedy in general, I made an admission.

‘I’m sorry, Alexei, but there’s an ulterior motive to this interview. I think you’re really funny, but I really wanted to chat to your warm-up man, Bobby Chariot.’

Bobby Chariot was the world’s worst warm-up man. Divorced, on medication, lonely and not particularly funny, he wore an old-style tux, obviously false teeth, and was played by Alexei himself. He saw immediately what I was doing, said his goodbyes as Alexei, and returned to the microphone as blustering northern comic, Bobby.

‘So, Bobby, what would be your advice to young, up-and-coming comics listening to the show?’

‘Wear shiny shoes,’ he bellowed. ‘That’s the only thing you need to know. It doesn’t matter if your jokes are shit, as long as your shoes are shiny.’

I’ve tried to take that advice with me ever since.

When Whoosh Comes to Shove

I was on my way to the station when I heard that Ayrton Senna had died. The top Formula One driver in the world was much loved in Adelaide, mainly because he professed his love for Adelaide, and I felt a real pang when the mid-dawn announcer informed me, and the rest of the 4 a.m. listeners, of his passing.

I also wondered how we should cover it on air. A tragedy like this can be a tricky thing to deal with on radio. On the one hand, it has to be mentioned because it is in the public consciousness, on the other, we were an entertainment-based radio show, and had to keep it bright and breezy.

Do we ask callers their favourite memory of Senna? Do we leave it to the news desk to deal with? Should we give our own personal opinions? It sounds simple now, but Vinnie had the best idea of all: ‘Just ask the listeners how they’re feeling about it.’

And that’s exactly what we did. We asked people to ring in and tell us how they felt. We managed to combine the regular comedy sketches, with calls from genuinely distressed, saddened, and mourning listeners. In amongst all the general radio hype and wank, simply asking people how they felt was the most effective way to deal with a tragedy.

At one point it was suggested that as a mark of respect, anyone in a car should turn their headlights on. I was later told by a mate that he was on a main highway at the time, and it was both eerie and touching to look ahead and see a row of oncoming headlights suddenly come to life.

The combination of national tragedy and FM radio doesn’t always go smoothly, however. In 1995, a multiple shooting at Port Arthur in Tasmania rocked Australia. As news filtered in of the senseless deaths of innocent holidaymakers, station bosses pondered how to acknowledge the situation in an appropriate manner.

It was decided that at 11 a.m. the following day, a tribute would be played to the victims. The Annie Lennox song ‘Why’ was played, and the lyrics were intercut with audio drops from the previous day’s events. It is actually a standard radio ploy – as the song’s instrumental kicks in, we hear a reporter saying, ‘It’s hard to believe that only a few hours ago, this was a peaceful town.’ In this case, it was a beautiful way to cover a touching and tragic sentiment in an FM radio format. But it so nearly wasn’t.

Standard radio procedure after a song is to back announce, i.e., ‘That was Annie Lennox and “Why”. Now here’s the Spin Doctors and “Little Miss Can’t Be Wrong” on SAFM.’ I think you’ll agree that would have been slightly inappropriate.

The alternative is to play a quick station ID, then into the next track. Now, a station ID is a quick, sharp, pre-recorded promo, which may say something like, ‘The best music while you work, 107.1 SAFM (Whoosh)’ or ‘More music, more often. 107.1 SAFM (Whoosh)’. There’s always a whoosh. It was decided that a station ID would be played.

Unfortunately, nobody gave much thought as to which particular station ID should follow the tribute. Thankfully, the on-air announcer, Sean Murphy, checked what was cued up and changed it at the last minute. Adelaide listeners very nearly heard a moving tribute to the dozens of victims indiscriminately shot dead by a lone gunman, followed by a booming voice pronouncing: ‘Hit, after Hit, after Hit, after Hit. More hits, more often, on 107.1 SAFM (Whoosh).’

This whole scenario was only topped for accidental inappropriateness by an outside broadcast I participated in while in Sydney. We had moved the entire show to the Camperdown Children’s Hospital, and went to air live from one of the wards.

The show was spent surrounded by some of the cutest, and sickest, children in Sydney, and more than once various on-air members had to retreat to a quiet corner to succumb to tears. The first break of the morning was an emotional one for all concerned, as Paul and Jamie relayed to the listeners the heartbreaking and at the same time joyous sight of so many spirited and yet desperately ill children.

Paul finished the conversation by dutifully relaying the time, temperature and the name of the station, and someone back in the studio hit the first tune.

‘Oh God,’ Paul muttered to his sidekick, ‘I can’t possibly back announce this.’

‘Why not?’

‘We’re in a children’s hospital.’

‘So?’ replied Jamie.

‘So . . . what’s the name of the song?’ shot Paul.

It was Billy Joel. ‘Only the Good Die Young.’

Hey, Macarena

Ah, the Macarena. The dance craze that swept a generation, a nation, a planet. What is it about certain songs that inspire teenagers around the world to express their individuality and sense of self by copying the steps of a million other teenagers around the world?

Not only did an obscure Latin American folk song step out of its bedroom as the belle of the ball, but it had somehow acquired two dates for the same prom. You see, as two old blokes who called themselves Los Del Rio went into a recording studio and laid down English vocals to a dance beat, across town a group of younger blokes who called themselves Los Del Mar went into a separate recording studio and laid down Spanish vocals to the same tune.

Both songs took off, and each became a hit in its own right, although the English version became the more popular of the two. Which is probably why Pedro, the singer of the Spanish version, embarked upon a publicity tour of Australia, taking in all the major cities. A press release was sent, accompanied by a biography (both of which I dutifully read) and a live on-air interview scheduled for 8.15 a.m.

As 8.12 ticked past, we found ourselves staring at an empty guest chair. His publicist called, assured us they were in the building, and would be in the studio in two minutes. As promised, they arrived at exactly 8.14 and were ushered in, to be met by the sound of our sphincters returning to normal tension. The publicist – part-cockatiel, part-cocker spaniel – spoke nineteen to the dozen, offering every excuse for their late arrival, while Pedro sat quietly in his seat.

8.15, mic’s on, away we go. ‘It’s the Morning Crew on SAFM (always say the station name). Eight-fifteen right now (always say the time), seventeen degrees in the Parklands (always give the temp) heading for a top of twenty-five today (always give the forecast).

‘SAFM’s (always claim ownership) Battle of the Sexes coming up in a few minutes (always tease what’s coming up), but right now we’re joined by Pedro, lead singer of Los Del Mar, the band behind one of the versions of the Macarena on the charts at the moment. Pedro, welcome to Australia.’

Nothing.

‘So, you must be happy with the song’s success?’

Nothing again.

‘Pedro?’

He looked at Toni, then at me, then back at Toni, then at the publicist – all the while with a face like a puppy watching a television. Finally he spoke, to the publicist – in Spanish – who then spoke to us, in English.

‘Oh, didn’t I tell you? Pedro doesn’t speak English.’

What!?! Pedro doesn’t speak English? What the hell is he doing on a national publicity tour then? How exactly does he intend to promote the single? With sign language? He can’t understand us, and we can’t understand him. Do you see? In the words of the Wedding Singer: ‘Information that would have come in handy YESTERDAY!’

Of course, no one said that. We smiled politely, gave each other a look that pretty much encapsulated the previous paragraph, and panicked. After all, this was a live interview.

After at least ten seconds of, ‘Right’, ‘OK then’, and ‘Eight-sixteen right now’ (when in doubt, say the time again), I started to smile. ‘Well, in that case, we can say what we want and he won’t understand.’ (Still with a smile) ‘Hey buddy, your song sucks.’

He laughed, so I continued. ‘As long as I smile, he’ll think I’m being nice. Won’t you, you no-talent tool?’ More laughs from him, and Toni, a horrified look from the publicist.

I was about to launch into an all-out assault of epic proportions when deep, deep in the short-term memory vaults of my mind, a little penny dropped. ‘Hang on,’ I said, suddenly serious, ‘Your biog says you studied linguistics. And that you’re fluent in three languages, including English.’

There was a pause so heavily pregnant its waters had broken, then both Pedro and the publicist burst into laughter. ‘I don’t believe it,’ he yelled, ‘you’re the first person that’s ever read the biog!’

Now it was our turn for the confused puppy look.

The publicist piped up, ‘Every interview we do, we turn up last minute and pretend for a few minutes that he can’t speak English. You’re the only ones that have ever caught us out.’ Oh how we laughed, and ended up having a crackin’ interview.

We learned a lot that day. Lesson one – always read the biog. Lesson two – never trust a publicist. Lesson three – it’s amazing how quickly a no-talent tool with a song that sucks can become a funny guy with a classy top ten hit. A sentence, I believe, that was also the motto for Stock, Aitken and Waterman.





A Noble Profession

Ross Noble is undoubtedly one of the world’s best comedians. Born and raised just outside Newcastle in the north of England, he is a master of improvisation, often ad-libbing up to three-quarters of a two-and-a-half-hour show. He has released CDs and DVDs, regularly plays sold out theatres to thousands of people a night, and has set a new standard for comedians – both as a performer and as a businessman.

As a friend, he is equally inspiring, with a constant sense of adventure and a playful attitude to the world that never seems to wane. I am proud to say that Ross has become one of my best friends, and I in turn became best man at his wedding. And it all started with one simple road trip.

The year was 2000, and the Adelaide Fringe Festival was coming to an end. I had met Ross a few times, and worked with him as well, and we had always gotten along well. On the final night of the festival, he approached me and asked me (1) where I was headed next and (2) how I was getting there.

The answers of Sydney and driving were exactly what he was hoping for. He had been asked to appear on a TV show in Sydney, and rather than booking a flight, was hoping I’d have a spare seat in the car.

Luckily I was taking some belongings from my old house in Adelaide to my parents’ place in Sydney, and the best way to do that was by car. I told Ross that he was more than welcome to take the passenger seat, but I also warned him that it was quite a long trip, fully aware that he came from a country that could be traversed in a working day, including a lunch break.

‘How long is it gonna take?’ he asked, in that unmistakeable Geordie accent.

‘About fourteen hours,’ I replied. ‘We’ll probably split it up over two days.’

Ross’s face lit up. ‘Brilliant! Can we wear cowboy hats and listen to Kris Kristofferson tapes?’

Now how could I say no to that? Two comedy outlaws, crossing the wide, brown Australian land, armed only with stetsons and country music.

Ross paused for a second, then asked one more question.

‘How good is your car?’

I told him not to worry, that it was only seven years old, and was more than capable of taking us the required distance in comfort and, unless I forgot to replace the radiator cap after checking the water, with no danger of breaking down.

‘No, no. What I mean is, is it an old enough car that we could cut the roof off with a chainsaw and turn it into an open top?’

Within the blink of an eye we had gone from two comedy cowboys riding the open range, to a commercial for feminine hygiene products. I informed Ross that my 1993 Ford Laser would probably not increase in value were we to hack the roof off with a chainsaw. He was visibly disappointed, and I began to wonder what kind of trip I was in for.

The following day, Ross arrived at the pick-up point on Pirie Street, wearing a bright yellow long-sleeved shirt and red shorts, and sporting a bright pink shock of shoulder-length hair. He was also carrying an orange backpack, a blue sports bag and as promised, two straw cowboy hats and a cassette tape of ‘Country Classics’ (apparently Kris Kristofferson albums are hard to come by in central Adelaide).

And so it was that three hours later, two comedians (one Geordie, one Aussie) were cruising through the South Australian countryside, both wearing cowboy hats, one with pink hair, one with one leg, in a dark blue Ford Laser, singing ‘Rhinestone Cowboy’ at the top of their lungs.

I once heard a theory that there are two types of comedian – the ones who are naturally funny and the ones that funny things seem to happen to. I think that day we constituted both.

After a few hours of driving, singing, and a meaningful discussion of comedy, we made it to Mildura and pulled into a McDonald’s for some lunch. Every head turned as we entered the store, and they all turned towards Ross.

It was only after a few minutes that we realised why. Who is the one man that regularly enters McDonald’s stores dressed in a yellow long-sleeved shirt, with red shorts and a mad wind-blown shock of pink hair? Ronald!!!

All the kids watched as we made our way to the counter to order some food, as it gradually dawned on them that this was either not Ronald, or Ronald on his day off. Ross approached the front of the queue and tried to make light of the situation.

‘It’s all right, I’m not here for a spot check. I just want to order some food.’

The assistant stared at him as if he had just broken wind. So he continued.

‘I’d like a veggie burger, please.’

This time she stared at him as if she had broken wind. So he reiterated.

‘I’d like a veggie burger, please.’

‘A what?’

‘A veggie burger.’

‘A widgie burger?’ she replied, obviously unable to fathom his accent.

‘No, no. A veggie burger.’

Now we all looked as if we had just broken wind.

‘Hold on. I’ll call the manager.’

A slightly older, but no more comprehending, woman approached and feigned politeness.

‘Can I be of some help, sir?’

‘Yes, I’m wondering if you make veggie burgers?’ Ross persisted.

‘Veggie burgers?’ she repeated quizzingly.

‘You know,’ said Ross. ‘A burger made of vegetables.’

‘Oh!’ exclaimed the manager, as if the penny had finally dropped. ‘Of course, sir. All our burgers have salad on them.’

Turns out the penny fell into the wrong slot.

‘No, no. What I want is a burger that doesn’t have any meat on it. Do you have that?’

Both the women turned to scan the menu board behind them, and after what seemed an inordinate amount of time, the manager turned to Ross and offered the following solution: ‘We’ve got a chicken burger.’

Ross and I looked at each other. The kids were still looking at Ross. The manager looked at the assistant, then back to us. Then Ross looked back to the manager and calmly said, ‘Chicken’s a type of meat, isn’t it?’

Ross eventually settled for a large fries and a small fries, an order which somehow sent the manager scurrying to the McManual to see whether that was possible, and we made our way further into the Australian countryside.

A few more hours passed, consisting of more singing (this time to Dolly Parton) and a few stops at some of Australia’s famous ‘big’ icons – the Big Orange at Berri being one of them – and as the sun made its way to bed and snuggled under the covers, we pulled into a small town for the night.

From memory the town was Hay, and I daresay the owner of the motel beside the highway had never seen the likes of us. Two young blokes, one with an artificial limb, the other with bright pink hair, both in cowboy hats, wandered into his motel and asked for a double room for the night. I don’t think he thought we were gay, but he may have assumed we were aliens.

We found a room, loaded our stuff in, then paused as I surveyed my prized possession in the back seat, the one I was transporting to my parents’ house for safe keeping. It was a framed artist’s contract from 1974, signed by Groucho Marx. I had bought it at auction for two and a half thousand dollars, although it was probably worth four times that amount.

I couldn’t leave it in the car overnight (in all honesty, the contract was probably worth more than the Laser) so we decided to take it inside. Once inside, however, it seemed a shame not to hang it, so we removed the standard hotel-issue painting of a ship on the high seas and replaced it with Groucho Marx’s contract.

We spent the night eating hot chips from the local takeaway (we didn’t dare ask for a veggie burger) and watching a documentary about Hollywood. As we prepared for sleep, Ross added one final cherry to the day’s cake.

‘Oh, now I should warn you. I do talk in me sleep.’

I wasn’t too worried. Anyone that has slept over at a mate’s house as a kid knows that there’s always one guy who talks in his sleep.

‘No, no. I really talk in me sleep. Proper conversations and all. Just don’t get too alarmed if you wake up in the night and I’m standing on a table holding a mirror above me head, trying to focus a laser across the room.’

When I awoke the next morning, I recalled waking a few times in the night to the sound of Ross’s conversations, but could only remember one sentence he had come out with in his sleep.

At one point, in the middle of the night, Ross had sat bolt upright and exclaimed, ‘Helloo lovely ladies!’

When I told him this the next day, Ross said, ‘Well, that’s just great. Even in my own dreams I’m still a sleazy bastard.’

Like I said, sometimes a comedian is just a person that funny stuff happens to.

Drifting the Night Away

When my mate Dave Smiedt said we were to be joined at dinner by the Drifters, I erroneously thought he meant the 1960s Aussie doo wop band The Deltones. Sure, the idea of dining alongside Peewee Wilson (will we ever stop giving tall people the nickname ‘Pee Wee’?) was enticing, but my excitement didn’t seem to match Dave’s.

The lack of enthusiasm in my response prompted him to follow up, ‘You know – the Drifters! “Saturday Night at the Movies”, “Save The Last Dance For Me;’, “Under The Boardwalk” . . . The Drifters.’

‘Oh, the Drifters,’ I brightened, the penny not so much dropping as crashing through the floorboards. ‘Brilliant!’ That was more like it.

Dave had just published a history of Australian comedy with his and my mate Rob Johnson, called Boom – Boom! A Century of Australian Comedy (available where all good books are sold) and had invited me to a celebratory dinner. His publicist happened to be working on the Drifters’ Australian tour, and was bringing along a couple of the guys.

An hour later we sat overlooking the Yarra River, at a table that featured Dave, myself, our university pal and now singer Miguel Ayesa, a few publicists, and two of the Drifters. To be fair they weren’t the original Drifters. One had been part of the touring Drifters for about five years, while the other was originally a member of the Coasters, and was responsible for singing the immortal line, ‘Yakkety yak, don’t talk back.’ Oh yeah, we were in heaven.

Once the perfunctory chat and niceties were done with, Dave began to ask about their show.

‘So what songs do you guys do?’

‘Ah, to tell the truth I can’t actually remember,’ replied the Coaster.

Seeing the disappointment in our eyes, he explained, ‘Sorry, boys, I don’t mean to be rude. But I’m so used to doin’ it night after night, I’m on auto pilot. Right now, right here at dinner, I couldn’t tell you what songs we do.’

‘Well, what song do you start with?’ Dave persisted.

‘Man, I couldn’t even tell you that. I’m serious, man. Every night I walk to the same spot on the stage, take the same pose, and wait for the music to start. Once that music starts, I know exactly what to do, and the whole show just flows from there, but for the life of me I have no idea what that song is.’

Strangely enough, I know how he feels. Once I’m up and running in an extended season such as the twenty-five nights in a row of the Edinburgh Festival, I get into such a rhythm with a show that I can’t remember certain jokes without the five minutes of material that leads up to it.

Unfortunately, I can’t recall that material unless I’ve done the ten minutes that leads up to that, and before I know it, I can’t do one joke from the show without doing the whole thing. To be honest, if I’ve written the show with a consistent flow, I need only remember the first joke, and the rest follows naturally. I once saw a cartoon of a stand-up comic looking over the script for his act. All that was written on the page were the words, ‘Good evening, Ladies and Gentlemen . . . etc.’

Back to the Drifters, and Dave was searching for a conversation. We were both fans of Sixties music, and often spent the hour-long car journeys to university singing along to Ben E. King, Sam and Dave, and of course, the Drifters. In fact, with the right encouragement at the right piano bar, Dave had been known to belt out a cracking rendition of ‘Stand by Me’.

‘Do you do “Saturday Night at the Movies?”’ Dave quizzed.

‘Yeah, I think so,’ replied Coaster, waning slightly.

‘Do you do any Sam and Dave songs?’ Dave asked, his voice almost cracking with desperation.

Coaster eyed us both. ‘Whaddyou boys know of Sam and Dave?’

I jumped in, kinda cocky, ‘I’ve got a couple of Sam and Dave albums.’

‘Oh yeah,’ he warmed. ‘You tell me one Sam and Dave song, and I don’t mean “Soul Man” or “Hold On I’m Comin”, cos everybody know them.’

I rose to the challenge. ‘How about “You Got Me Hummin?” ’

Coaster was astounded. ‘Shit. How’s that go?’

This was getting fun. I sang a few lines from ‘You Got Me Hummin’ – which, to be fair, consisted of ‘You got me humming, yeah, you got me humming, hmmm’.

Coaster boomed at his co-singer across the table. ‘Wayne! Wayne! The man knows Sam and Dave!’ He turned back to me. ‘Do another one.’

I didn’t have to rack my brain too hard. I used to listen to that album over and over while studying.

‘How about “You Don’t Know Like I Know”?’

Again, ‘Ooh, how’s that one go?’

As before, I launched into the song, without stopping to consider that I was attempting to sing in front of the Drifters. This time, however, they joined in with me.

‘You don’t know like I know, what that woman has done for me. In the morning she’s my water, in the evening she’s my cup of tea . . .’ They even did the harmonies. Each time we sang as much of the song as we could remember, and after each one, Coaster prompted, ‘Do another one.’

Eventually we all launched into a rendition of ‘When Something Is Wrong with My Baby’, a song familiar to the entire table, as it had recently been covered by Jimmy Barnes and John Farnham, or as they soon became known, Barnesy and Farnesy.

As Dave, Miguel, a Drifter, an ex-Coaster and I hit full stride, Wayne halted the song and turned to me with mock aggression. ‘Hey, man. You doing my harmony. Back off.’

I would have backed off, too, if only I had known what harmony I was doing, how to find an alternative harmony, and what a harmony was.

I reckon we spent half an hour banging out Sam and Dave tunes, each one starting with gusto, ending in a taper, and followed by laughter and applause. We had found a common ground, and before long the guys were regaling us with stories of gigs, touring and other performers. I told a story I once heard about James Brown, Wayne told us his brother was good friends with James Brown, and often dined at his house. Touché.

As the dinner wound to a close, Dave took a moment to express how the three of us were feeling. ‘Listen,’ he started, ‘this has been a real thrill for us. We used to listen to your stuff all the time, and I just wanna say that—’

‘Man,’ the Coaster cut him short. ‘None of that matters.’ He surveyed the table.

‘Right here, right now, we all just a bunch of guys that like the same music. And that’s all there is to it.’

Stumped

I knew he’d be there, of course he would – he was the director. But still . . . Mel Smith! One half of Alas Smith and Jones, director of Bean: The Movie, the albino from The Princess Bride (one of my all-time favourite films). I was about to audition for a role in a film, not just a film but an Ealing Comedy, not just an Ealing Comedy but an Ealing Comedy directed by one of my comedic heroes.

What do you say in this situation? I’ve heard that even people like Tom Cruise get flustered when they first audition for, say, Steven Spielberg. But lil’ ole me. In front of Mel Smith. I had learned my lines (as an Australian lawn bowler) and tried to adopt a demeanour that looked as if I wasn’t trying to adopt a demeanour. I took a deep breath, entered the room and awaited his direction. What happened next was the most inappropriate, unexpected and hilarious sentence I have ever heard. But first, let’s backtrack.

About a year before all of this, I had been staying at Ross Noble’s place in Walthamstow. The doorbell rang at 3 a.m., and I stumbled out of bed (sans artificial foot) to find Australian comedian Brendon Burns outside the front door. He was there to pick up his girlfriend, who had been watching videos with Ross’s girlfriend. He claims my next words were the most Aussie thing he has ever heard, ‘Hang on, mate, I’ll just put me foot on.’

Having ‘footed up’, I opened the door and allowed him in, only to face a barrage of questions about the stump. These questions continued over the ensuing weeks, and included the following car conversations:



7.15 p.m. (On the way to a gig)

Burnsy: ‘So has a woman ever asked you to put it in her?’

Hillsy: ‘No.’

Burnsy: ‘Never?’

Hillsy: ‘Never.’



12.38 a.m. (On way home from gig)

Burnsy: ‘So you’ve never put it in a woman?’

Hillsy: (Attempting to shock) ‘Ah now, that wasn’t what you asked me.’

Burnsy: (After a pause) ‘Ohhhhhh. Nooooooo. You stump women! I don’t believe it! You stump women!’

For the record, I was joking.

Now Brendon has never been known for his powers of subtlety. For the next year I received phone messages, emails and texts, I read comedy message boards, and received heckles both off-stage and on, from Brendon simply repeating the one phrase, ‘You stump women.’ He even mentioned it in his act, for God’s sake!

Flash forward to a small, unremarkable audition room in Ealing. My head was filled with the following simultaneous thoughts: Oh my God, that’s Mel Smith . . . I really want this role . . . whatever you do, don’t make a dick of yourself. My heart was pounding, my head was swimming, and the butterflies in my stomach were having epileptic seizures. He shook my hand, and motioned me to sit.

He took a moment to study my biog and photo, then without looking up from his page uttered the following words. ‘Now Adam, before we start the audition, something has just come to my attention that I have to ask you about.’ (Long pause for effect.) ‘Apparently you stump women.’

As I laughed embarrassingly loudly for a casting call, I can’t tell you who was more relieved – me, for the fact that Mel Smith broke the tension with a joke, or him, for the fact that I didn’t leave the room in disgust.

‘Where did this come from?’ I eventually managed to ask. His response: ‘Brendon Burns auditioned for the same role half an hour ago. He made me say that to you.’

He even made Mel rehearse it!

I will bet any amount right here and now that the next sentence has never before in the history of the English language been written in print, and if it has, I will gladly pay up – here goes.

So there I was, auditioning for a role in an Ealing Comedy, directed by a member of Not the Nine O’Clock News, when the albino from The Princess Bride announced that I apparently stump women.

In case you’re wondering, I didn’t get the role, but as I left the room, Mel said, ‘I’m glad you laughed at my joke.’





Acknowledgements

I would like to thank every single person I’ve come across in the world of comedy, as well as every one of my family and friends. In particular, but in no particular order, enormous thanks go to – my first manager Ingrid, and my subsequent managers Kevin, Dioni, Flee, Richard, Christina, Eavan, Joe, Danny, Addison, and Jodi. Everyone at Off The Kerb, Lisa Richards Agency and Token Artists.

To the team at Hodder and Stoughton, and Hachette Australia, for asking me to write a book, bearing with me while I did, saying nice things about it and moulding it into shape.

To my close friends who have put up with an intermittent relationship, punctuated by long periods of time on the other side of the world, I love you dearly.

And to my family, who are an unrelenting source of support. From grandparents past – Ron, Mary and Beatrice – and present – Dool – to my mum and dad, my brother, my gorgeous wife and my incredible daughters. I couldn’t have done all this without you, nor would I have wanted to.



I love youse all.


OPF/cover.jpg
BEST FOOT FORWARD





