


[image: ]



[image: ]






Andy McCarthy is a storyteller and passionate lover of life. He thrives on creating connections with others and wants to make an impact wherever he goes. Andy met his soulmate, Kelly, as a nineteen-year-old and they spent several years living abroad, backpacking through more than seventy countries, gathering life experiences and saying yes to anything that promised an adventure. Upon returning to Australia in their late twenties, Andy and Kelly moved to a tiny village in the hills above the Latrobe Valley to start a business and raise a family, immersing themselves in the local community while raising three energetic boys. Despite the pressures of being a global changemaker in the energy space, Andy always makes time to travel across Gippsland to coach, umpire and cheer on his boys’ sporting endeavours.





PRAISE FOR HERE COMES THE SUN

‘An inspirational story; a must-read for any aspiring leader.’

Tony Wheeler AO, founder, Lonely Planet Guidebooks

‘Andy’s powerful and inspiring account is a ray of hope. His fascinating journey from a troubled youth to becoming a leader in Australia’s energy transition – the highs and lows told with honesty and vulnerability – will provide inspiration to anyone working to change the world for the better. We need people with courage, vision and a commitment to their communities to guide Australia through these times – and Andy has these in spades.’

Simon Holmes à Court, convenor, Climate 200

‘Andy’s story is a compelling read for everyone. As an entrepreneur who can relate to many of his highs and lows, I found Andy’s journey both inspiring and enlightening – a true testament to the power of resilience and innovation in driving positive change.’

Adrian Critchlow, co-founder, Booking.com and founder, 

Australian Solar Group

‘There is nowhere more exhilarating than to be at the forefront of the clean energy revolution. Andy has had a tremendous impact on the Australian energy landscape over the years, inspiring those around him and developing the leaders of tomorrow. A thrilling story revealing the passion, authenticity and care of a true leader.’

Kane Thornton, chief executive, Clean Energy Council

‘Personal. Compelling. Insightful. A captivating account of an incredible success story, which provides inspiration for those of us across the globe who have admired Andy’s journey.’

Conall Bolger, president, Irish Solar Energy Association

‘Not many stories will have such a practical impact in your life. Here Comes the Sun is a must-read to realise that anything is possible.’

Gus Balbontin, director, investor, advisor, explorer

‘A heartfelt and honest account from the forefront of Australia’s energy transition, from one of the solar industry’s most inspiring pioneers.’

Stan Krpan PSM FAICD, chief executive officer, Solar Victoria

‘Andy’s story encapsulates a critical lesson for the transition to renewable energy: it can be good for consumers, good for the planet and good for business. An honest look at the highs and lows of a good and admirable person, trying and succeeding at making a real difference.’

Lily D’Ambrosio, Victorian energy minister

‘Andy McCarthy has forged an incredible legacy in Gippsland, and this book captures his richly informed journey in a powerful and authentic way. Andy’s unwavering belief in our region’s future and ability to bring others along with him have been inspiring and infectious. Our future is considerably brighter for Andy’s leadership, and I am so pleased that he has documented his story, and explored his big-hearted lived experience and personal challenges, for others to take learnings and inspiration from.’

Kellie O’Callaghan, former mayor, Latrobe City Council

‘This book is more than a biography; it is a beacon of hope and a call to action. Andy’s story reminds us that with passion and determination we can overcome any obstacle and create a brighter future.’

Adrian Noronho, CEO and chairman, Schletter North America
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Prologue

It started with a twitch in my left hand. Faint at first, then noticeable and uncontrollable. Then my right hand followed suit. I felt my heartbeat start to increase. My throat became dry, and my chest started to tighten.

I jumped out of bed, paced an anxious lap of the room and sat back down. It was getting worse.

I moved to the spare bedroom and dropped to my hands and knees in the middle of the room. Sweat started pouring down my eyebrows, nose and chin, creating a pool on the hardwood floor. My whole body was convulsing violently at this point, and my chest had contracted so tightly that the pain was becoming unbearable.

I thought I was having a heart attack.

Mercifully, the chest pain started to ease. Rather than call an ambulance, I threw on my sneakers, headed out the front door in the middle of the night and pounded the streets and laneways of Barcelona at maximum intensity. It was 2am, still 30 degrees, and I had no idea where I was, or how long I would be out there for. I channelled my inner Forrest Gump and just ran.

When I couldn’t physically run any longer, I staggered back in the door. My heart was beating so fast that it felt like it was about to burst out of my chest. I set the ceiling fan to full speed, stumbled into bed and lay there shaking uncontrollably for what seemed like an eternity. Eventually, my body gave up and I passed out from utter exhaustion.

When I woke up, I was terrified and confused at what I had experienced.

After years of hard work and perseverance, and more than an ounce of good fortune, I’d just sold the business I had started from scratch to an iconic Australian brand. It was a life-changing moment, a dream come true.

It wasn’t supposed to feel like this …





Chapter 1

Bumpy Beginnings

If you’d met me as a sixteen-year-old, you wouldn’t have been very impressed. And if I’d told you that I would end up in the news, you’d be forgiven for assuming that it would be for all the wrong reasons.

The formative years of my childhood were far from ideal, attending school in a gritty and disadvantaged area in the northern suburbs of Geelong. My memories of the bus trip to school are filled with images of broken windows on houses, cars lifted up on blocks in the front yard and young parents smoking at the doorstep while toddlers ran around the yard in their nappies. Passing through the suburbs of Corio and Norlane twenty-five years later was an eye-opening experience. The area has been cleaned up somewhat, but the sense of struggle and entrenched disadvantage is still evident.

I was born to a father of Irish descent and a migrant mother who came out from Holland as a three-year-old for a new life in Australia with her parents and six siblings. Her dad (my grandpa, who I referred to in the Dutch parlance of ‘Opa’) was ushered from the plane and sent off to work in a factory in regional Victoria for many months, while Mum and the rest of the family were escorted hundreds of kilometres away to the Bonegilla migrant camp on the Albury–Wodonga state border. As someone who struggles to deal with my three exuberant children at times, I can’t imagine how my ‘Oma’ (Grandma) managed to raise seven kids by herself for so long, with no grasp of the English language and without a driver’s licence to get around. Oma was an absolute powerhouse, and it’s clear where my mum gets her incredible sense of selflessness and desire to care for people from.

Mum was eighteen when she met Dad (who was six years her senior), and they decided to get married after only six months together. With a significant age difference and a very brief courting period, the response from Mum’s family was unsurprisingly hostile, so they decided to elope. Dad was frozen out of the extended family for years, but being a persistent type, he kept turning up to family events despite not being welcome. One day, at a family birthday, after years of not speaking to him, Opa silently extended his hand and offered my dad a glass of port. The war was over. He must have decided that Dad wasn’t going anywhere so he might as well get used to him.

We moved around a lot for Dad’s work. He joined the Air Force as a radio technician, and this took him to far-flung places like Tom Price, which regularly features in the list of hottest towns in Australia. A forecast above 40 degrees Celsius is nothing newsworthy in Tom Price; in fact, it’s nearly the average temperature for the entire month of January!

From as far back as I can remember, I was always looking for trouble. My parents and siblings bore the brunt of this destructive mission. At fourteen, I was belatedly diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), but back in the 1990s no one really thought of it as an illness. Mum was my strongest advocate and she did everything she could to support me and keep me on track. She backed me even when my behaviour was inexcusable and everyone had given up on me (including myself). I still remember how much it devastated her when she would explain at yet another meeting with a teacher that ADHD was driving my behaviour, and they would scoff, ‘There’s no such thing as ADHD – it’s just an excuse for bad kids and bad parents.’

My report cards from each grade of primary school looked like they had been copied and pasted, although the language became stronger with each passing year as I became more of a thorn in the side of my teachers.

‘Oral and comprehension skills are well developed.’

‘Speaks clearly and with confidence when addressing his classmates.’

‘Spelling, punctuation and grammar skills are excellent.’

‘Struggles to maintain concentration.’

‘Regularly disrupts others.’

‘Classroom and schoolyard behaviour is unacceptable.’

My final report in Grade 6 from Mr Farrell concluded with: ‘Andrew’s academic standard is very high. General behaviour is well short of acceptable level. Good luck, Andrew.’ I can almost hear the exasperated tone as he wrote that last line. I’m sure he would have been tempted to add: ‘You’re going to need it.’

After an increasingly turbulent primary school existence, I was bundled into the only secondary school that would take me, a ‘place of last resort’ called Flinders Peak Secondary College in Corio. The physical location of the school seemed fitting. The Herd’s abattoir was located less than 500 metres away, and when the wind blew from the west, the choking fumes from the slaughtering process added a literal bad smell to the energetic stench of the school. The teachers and principals tried their best, but they were no match for the motley crew of troublemakers that had been inflicted upon them.

Recently, I googled ‘Flinders Peak SC’, and the first result that came up was an article saying the school had been closed after years of neglect and the state refused to refurbish it. The images were of a faded sign on the dilapidated gym, with car skid marks on the grass in the foreground, and a pile of smashed TVs and school rubble. I believe it was turned into a drug and alcohol rehab facility in 2019, which, sadly, feels like a logical progression.

During my time there, I was bullied by the popular kids, physically and mentally beaten into submission over three harrowing years. It became so bad that I would pause at the end of each period and look both ways before leaving the classroom. But they would always find me at some stage. I can still feel my blood run cold at the sound of their feet shuffling into the locker room behind me as I grabbed my books between classes. I can remember them smashing my head against the locker door and kicking me while I was on the ground, the crowd cheering them on.

Shamefully, I responded in turn by bullying the few battlers that I deemed to be beneath me in the ‘pecking order’, taking out my frustrations by making their lives a misery. It provided a fleeting sense of self-confidence, although I was oblivious to the awful irony of this.

The teachers had no control over the classroom or the schoolyard, with the students whipping each other into a frenzy and making it impossible to regain control once things started to escalate. I still remember a young maths teacher cowering in the corner, shaking and sobbing, as the usual suspects terrorised her and the other students. It was utter chaos, and I was absolutely swept up in it.

I always completed my work early in class, but the school structure at Flinders Peak wasn’t exactly set up for bespoke learning and development plans. The teachers would tell me to sit there and occupy myself while everyone else completed their work. Not surprisingly, I chose to spend this free time distracting others, causing trouble for the teacher or my classmates and generally making a nuisance of myself.

After years of struggling to concentrate, a doctor prescribed Ritalin to help smooth out the peaks and troughs of my ADHD. It certainly did that, but it also turned me into a complete zombie, and had the unfortunate side effect of making me throw up every day for several months. So we chose the lesser of two evils, and I went back to being a jerk (albeit an unmedicated jerk).

I was drawn to the chaos breaking out around me, spending more of my lunchtimes in the principal’s office than I did in the schoolyard. Our school had a coloured card system: a white card was issued for minor indiscretions (valid for a week), a yellow card for transgressing while on a white card, then orange, then the final indignity of a red card. Each of the (frequent) red cards earned me a two-day suspension, followed by a week of lunchtimes in Mr Logan’s office. The silver lining is that it probably saved me from a fair share of beatings in the locker room.

At home, my destructive behaviour caused a great deal of pain and suffering for my family. Mum and I were very close and she advocated for me far more often than I deserved. Dad reacted as you would expect from a parent at their wit’s end, which gave me some sort of perverse pleasure. It’s quite remarkable that Dad and I have a functioning and friendly relationship now, as back in those days, our relationship drifted between cold indifference and mutual hatred. At this point in my life, I even hated myself and what I had become, but my response was to double-down and act out even more, sending me down the slippery slope to a dark place. Reflecting on who I was at this point in my life fills me with a fair amount of shame, and it’s uncomfortable to write about. But I want this to be an honest and raw account of my journey, which means including the parts I am not proud of.

There was nothing happening in my life to excuse this bad decision-making. In a financial sense, we were merely existing, with few of life’s luxuries but keeping the bills paid. I came from a stable home with two younger sisters, and despite the ugly relationship with Dad over those turbulent years, I’d been dealt a fairly solid hand in life. Not that I realised how good things were, and I spent several years either being shunted around to family and friends to live with them for a while or attempting to run away from home. I remember befriending a bloke up the road, and after one particularly heated run-in with Mum and Dad, I arrived at his door with a backpack full of clothes and said I wanted to stay there for a while. He took a deep breath and said, ‘Mate, I don’t think you realise how good you have it.’ He sent me back home.

But through all the chaos of my teenage years, there was one constant that eventually became my saving grace.

I was obsessed with making a buck.

With very little going for me, and drifting between groups with no sense of belonging, I wanted all the latest and greatest possessions in life to manufacture a sense of self-confidence. The latest sneakers and clothes (Reebok Pumps and Adidas snap pants!), basketball cards, video consoles and games – anything that could fill the social void in my life. I was acutely aware that we couldn’t afford these finer things, so I spent every waking moment dreaming up ways to create my own income.

My first foray into self-employment was a scone-making enterprise. I was eleven years old. I would wander the streets of my hometown, Lara, with a pen and paper, taking orders for fresh scones. Once I had filled the page with orders, I would head home and bake them with Mum, wrap them in a towel, and deliver them with a tub of jam and cream. I still remember the price: six scones for $10. And the best part was Mum bought all the ingredients and paid for the electricity to bake them. With zero cost of goods sold and operating expenditure, it was the most profitable business I’ve ever run!

My next business was Andy’s Lawn Mowing Service. I charged $10 for the front yard, $10 for the back. Again, I coerced Mum into buying the petrol and supplying the mower, so I was on a sweet wicket. I wasn’t smart enough to pick the smaller yards, though; I remember some guy’s eyes lighting up when I offered to clip his three-quarter-acre block with my push mower for twenty bucks!

I also enrolled in the obligatory paper round on my bike, on the very day I hit the eligible age of 12 years and 9 months old. I pedalled like a kid possessed all over our sparsely populated town, milk crates bouncing on the front and tied down with Occy straps. I beat the pavement in all weather conditions from 4.30 in the morning, six days a week for $18. Then, after twelve months (thanks to Mum managing the newsagency), I eventually got promoted to selling papers in the train station kiosk, starting before the 5.40am express to Melbourne and finishing up after the 8.20am service. The money was better, I was out of the elements and I didn’t have to exercise, so it ticked all the boxes.

It was no surprise to anyone that I decided to drop out of school in Year 10, a few months short of my sixteenth birthday. I don’t recall getting much resistance from the school, who were at a loss to know what to do with me, but Mum and Dad were fiercely determined to keep me in the school system. They saw it as a form of daytime incarceration, and were fearful of how I would spend the extra time I had on my hands. Eventually they relented, coming to terms with the fact that no good was coming from my reluctant attendance at a school of troublemakers. Their proposal was this: find yourself a full-time job and you can leave.

After years of railing against the system, I had been granted my wish. But with little formal education, no circle of friends to rely on and more than a few destructive tendencies, the chips were stacked against me. I felt completely misunderstood and alone in the world. But, like many others with ADHD, I had a fierce energy and passion inside me that I could feel deeply.

Once I was able to unlock that energy and harness it in a positive way, the rest, as they say, is history.





Chapter 2

Mentor or Tormentor?

Since I was eleven years old, joining the workforce and earning money was all I wanted to do.

I had over forty jobs between the ages of twelve and twenty-four, many of them overlapping, and I loved (almost) every minute of it. I worked in newspaper deliveries, fast-food chains, office administration, project management roles, door-to-door sales, and I even handed out tasting samples for a food and beverage company when I lived in Ireland. I was never too proud to do any type of work in the pursuit of income, and happily cleaned the mud out of the car wash bays at the APCO service station in my hometown of Lara as a sixteen-year-old. I was given the nickname ‘Middle of the Day Man’, because I could be called upon at any time of the day or night (for a pre-negotiated surcharge, of course) to remove the large deposits of mud left behind by a group of ute-loving locals.

My first full-time job after leaving school was in the putty and sand division of a timber furniture company. The wage was $4.72 per hour, the work was hard and my boss, Cookie, was an absolute tyrant. He would march aggressively around the workshop floor and force me to lean back as he launched into a withering verbal attack that came with a free shower of spittle. Everyone hated him, and we were spurred on purely by the need to put food on the table.

The $152 that I took home per week was the shining light of that job, funding my insatiable appetite for party pies, chocolate milk and Moro cigarettes. I also loved the commute into work, confidently striding onto the train in my KingGee overalls and feeling a sense of pride I had never experienced before. I used to finish the workday by smearing putty on my overalls and covering myself in sawdust, crafting an image of someone who had done an honest day’s work.

Working for a terrifying figure like Cookie taught me that while I could get away with backchat at school and home, it wouldn’t fly in the workplace. I regularly had to stand there and cop an absolute spray in front of my co-workers, feeling completely denigrated but too fearful to talk back. While it felt horrible at the time, it started to shape my future self and set me on a path that looked far more desirable than the one I had been headed on six months earlier.

It also became a common theme of my professional life: in every place I worked during those twelve years, I learned more about how not to run a business.

I’ll never forget the feeling of being completely disengaged, unappreciated and realising that your boss couldn’t care less about you as a person. After a turbulent but formative six months as Cookie’s whipping boy, I moved jobs a handful of times in less than two years. I gained valuable knowledge and insights from each position then quickly moved on once I felt I had nothing more to learn from my role (or my boss). Looking back, that desire to take what I needed and then move on to something else, rather than treading water in a job that wasn’t aiding my development, was pivotal. Each of those experiences added something that I would leverage throughout my own business journey later on.

When I was seventeen, a guy in our street took a shine to me and decided to take me under his wing. Rick was a highly successful car salesman and a part-time singer. He reminded me of an old-school crooner, being blessed with an incredible singing voice and a healthy dose of charm. Rick also had an incredible ability to connect with people; he was a larger-than-life character who made a big impact on any room he entered. He oozed charisma and could tell a story or joke like no one I had ever met. Sometimes he would stand on the bonnet of a car, flapping his arms or imitating someone flawlessly to accentuate the tale, leaving his audience in stitches. He was also a deeply flawed character and suffered from his fair share of lifestyle vices, but I watched him drive home from work every day in different luxury cars, living a freewheeling life of privilege, and I wanted to be him.

Rick’s nickname for me was ‘Dooey’ (short for Andrew), and he saw something in me – a ‘gift of the gab’ that he could craft into a junior version of himself. He gave me a job at a luxury car dealership in Melbourne, employing me to clean the cars and promising to guide my progression through the company. I’ll never forget the feeling on my first day, the spine chills I felt as I was greeted by row after row of gleaming Bentleys, Maseratis, Rolls-Royces and Lamborghinis. I was allowed to drive them around the warehouse, and I spent many hours with a soapy sponge in my hand, caressing these breathtaking vehicles and polishing them into works of art.

Eventually, Rick let me take the cars down to the local petrol station. I was eighteen years old, tearing down the road in a convertible Porsche or Ferrari with the top down, and I felt like the king of the world. The owners of the dealership were probably billionaires, a self-made Jewish family who had survived the Holocaust and gone on to achieve incredible business and philanthropic success in Australia. Their list of clientele was a ‘who’s who’ of the Melbourne sporting, business and political scene, and for me as a young and impressionable bloke, it was intoxicating to be in their orbit.

Rick was sometimes my mentor and sometimes my tormentor. Every night he would drive me back down the highway after work, with Foster’s Light Ice beers sitting on the back seat, and he would fill my head with his ideas on how I should live my life, his opinions becoming stronger and more assertive as the empty beer bottles started clinking on the floor. When we turned into our street, he’d finish his 45-minute sermon by slapping me on the back and saying, ‘Anyway, Dooey, you listen to what I say and you’ll be a winner.’

Having not had much of a relationship with my dad at this point, I soaked up Rick’s words of wisdom like a faithful subject.

The job at the dealership also allowed me to make the move out of home and up to Melbourne, escaping from the Geelong fishbowl which had me swimming with the same troubled kids for many years. Geelong is a vibrant and booming city now, but back then it was the kind of place where you had to create your own entertainment, which was not ideal for a teenager with my tendencies.

Moving to the city opened my eyes to what the world had to offer. I gave up smoking and improved my diet, and I threw myself back into footy and cricket, which I had cast aside, along with many other good habits, in my early teens. I played footy in the reserves for Strathmore in the Essendon District Football League, where I was known for being the fittest bloke at the club, but very close to useless. I would win the beep tests against former AFL players and represent the club at the half-time grand final sprint. Then I would spend three-quarters of the game on the bench, come on for ten minutes, kick the ball out of bounds a few times and get dragged again. The coaches could only shake their heads at how someone could have all the physical attributes – six feet, a big frame with strong hands and the petrol tank to run all day – and still be an absolute liability on the field. As my wife said to me once: ‘You’d be great at footy if they took the ball away.’

I loved my time at Strathmore, even if my lack of ability made it hard for me to fit in with a bunch of star footballers. After largely keeping to myself for the first half of the season, I summoned up the courage to attend the mid-season ball. I was chuffed when a couple of the senior players came over and started making conversation, asking me all sorts of questions about my footy career and generally showing plenty of interest in me. As they were smiling and nodding, I saw their eyes dart downwards and, following their gaze, I saw the seniors captain, Doggy, lying on his back under the table with a lighter, grinning at me while setting my shoelaces on fire! Despite escaping the troubles from my school years, I was still an easy target.

Once I made the move out of home, everything started to look more promising. My relationship with Dad improved significantly, and after years of drifting between groups of outcasts, I found myself building solid and meaningful friendships. I moved into a slightly insane but incredibly enjoyable share house with some uni students, where I developed some deep friendships that would last the next twenty years and beyond. We developed a reputation for throwing epic house parties, which kept increasing in size as the word spread around Melbourne. Eventually we had to call them off after they spilled out of the house and took over the surrounding streets.

After twelve months at ‘Rick’s finishing school’, and with a new perspective on life, I was getting restless again. The lifestyle was great, but the hours were long and the pay was rubbish. I asked the owner for a pay rise and his response was, ‘I didn’t become rich by giving money away,’ so I took that as a no.

The following week, Jason, the guy who supplied our automotive batteries, dropped in. He mentioned that he and his wife, Nicky, had dreams of building an empire but needed a good sales rep to grow the business with them. We spoke for an hour and there was a powerful connection; I found his passion and drive intoxicating. He also offered me the pay rise that had recently been dismissed out of hand.

I slept on it, and the next day I handed in my notice. Rick was gutted. He was a strong and intimidating character, and having to look him in the eye and stay true to my decision was one of the most challenging things I had ever done. I owed him so much for the faith he had in me when it wasn’t apparent to anyone else. I will forever be grateful for his guidance, but it felt like the right time to move on.

It was time for a new career, and a new mentor.





Chapter 3

Here Comes the Sun

The year 2001 defined the rest of my life in a number of positive ways.

Professionally, everything was starting to come together. After spending the first part of my life heading down the wrong track, the past few years had left me feeling that my career path was now laid out in front of me. Rick had invested heavily in my development, which had given me the first real sense that I was capable of much more than what I had shown thus far.

Up until then, the main reason I had been obsessed with business was to make money and buy things. I loved fast cars with big engines and I churned through single-use packaging without a care in the world. I didn’t make any effort to recycle and I was quite dismissive of anyone who cared about the environment. I had no awareness of sustainability or the impact I was having on the planet, and the thought of a higher purpose had not become apparent in the slightest.

I started working at Battery Stop for Jason and Nicky, and from day one it felt like I was part of the family. We had a deeply emotional connection and it gave me a sense of purpose that I had never experienced before. During the day, we worked on growing the business together. And after hours, I had dinner with their family and we would go water skiing or go-karting together. It was less a
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