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Stuart Coupe is a music journalist, one-time band manager and now runs his own independent record label, Laughing Outlaw Records. He’s been involved in the music industry all his life. He wrote The Promoters in 2003 and has contributed to many magazines and newspapers.


For my Mum and Dad – Pat and David Coupe – who eventually worked out why ‘Friday On My Mind’ by The Easybeats mattered to me then – and now.

And for Ian ‘Smithy’ Smith and John Pinder – two fellow travellers on this crazy journey who I wish could have read these pages.
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PREFACE

‘What’s this I hear about you writing a book about me?’ bellowed Michael Gudinski when I picked up the phone in the early part of 2014. ‘You know I don’t want a book … but I gotta tell you, it’s a good day – the Stones are back on.’

The world of Michael Gudinski is a tangential one. He can and does think of a dozen things at once, the thoughts jumbling into a torrent of words. Following him, as you get to know him, is a learnt art. Talk of a Rolling Stones tour will effortlessly – and inexplicably – segue into discussions about the St Kilda football team, the state of Australian radio, a bunch of new releases, other tours, some music industry gossip, a reference to a conversation that may have occurred six months earlier, allusions to some new venture or idea, and then, again seemingly effortlessly, loop back to the Rolling Stones tour.

This is the book Gudinski has never wanted. The book he says he’s turned down dozens and dozens of proposals (and a lot of money) to write.

For years I’ve told Gudinski there should – hell, needs to – be a book-length documentation of his extraordinary career, one that has seen his fingerprints all over four decades of Australian popular music. He is unquestionably the most powerful and influential figure in this country’s music industry.

In all honesty I’m still not sure why he hasn’t wanted a book written about him. But he hasn’t. It’s not like Gudinski shuns the spotlight – a quick Google throws up hundreds of references to him – but there are surprisingly few in-depth interviews.

‘Of course he’ll be uncomfortable with you writing a book,’ one associate commented. ‘He can’t control it. He likes to control things.’

Initially Gudinski did try to control this book and despite the two of us being friends, doing business with each other and existing in similar orbits since the early 1980s, I think he was hoping that I and this project would just disappear. Naturally, pretty much everyone I approached asked if the book was authorised. And I had to honestly say that it wasn’t. These people then called Gudinski to see how he felt about them talking to me. He told them again that he didn’t want a book, wasn’t happy about what I was doing and to do nothing.

Then I approached long-time Mushroom Records staffer Michelle Higgins, and her response both summed up everything and changed the course of the project.

‘I’m not going to check with him – I’ll talk to you,’ she said. ‘This is too important a story not to be told.’

Higgins is highly respected in the annals of Mushroom Records and her consent to talk opened countless doors including – eventually – that of Gudinski himself, who finally realised that this book wasn’t going away.

Somewhat reluctantly, it must be said, Gudinski gave his approval for me to approach and talk to some people in his inner circle for a number of interviews. Once we’d moved into the acceptance phase he put very few impediments in my way – beyond constantly reminding me that he really didn’t want a book written about him.

Dealing with him over the year and a half I worked on this book was frequently frustrating and quickly reached a point where I’d just roll my eyes when his astonishingly patient and organised assistant, Vanessa Langley, called to say, ‘Michael says he’ll call you tomorrow.’ There were times when I joked to friends that I should be (with apologies to Samuel Beckett) calling this book Waiting For Godot.

But when I was in his orbit Gudinski was open and prepared to discuss pretty much any subject. Our conversations involved him being forceful, opinionated, passionate, extremely funny and charismatically engaging.

I like Gudinski. A lot. It’s hard not to if he likes you and you’re in his world. Not surprisingly he is a divisive figure. Everyone has an opinion about him. A lot of people are jealous of him. Others blame him for either their musical or business careers not becoming what they’d expected. But very few don’t respect him. He’s blazed a very big trail and there have been casualties.

And there are stories. It seems everyone has a Gudinski story. Some are inspirational. Some hysterical. Some unprintable. Others blatantly untrue. A lot of them are in these pages.

This book is an attempt to capture the essence of Gudinski – who he is, why he does what he does and what in fact he has done. It is not a history of Mushroom Records, nor is it a history of the Frontier Touring Company or any of the other multiple business interests he has.

If I’ve at least partially succeeded, this is a whirlwind, in-your-face, blustery, energetic and passionate look at the life and career of a man who is all those things and more.

I’ve tried for accuracy and honesty. It’s my version of Gudinski and often that means my viewpoint and that of some others and his differ on certain people and incidents. It’s to his credit that he’s let me roll with my interpretation of events in this unauthorised biography.

I won’t pretend it hasn’t been a fun and fascinating journey despite frequently wanting to scream as another meeting or conversation time was changed.

In some ways it was summed up when, literally days before this book went to the printers, my phone beeped at one in the morning.

It was Gudinski with a long text (bearing in mind Gudinski rarely texts and when he does it’s haltingly and with one finger) as he was looking at page proofs. In it, he ranged variously through some of the main players in the book, a forthcoming Sam Smith tour, the current state of Frontier Touring, the game earlier that day between St Kilda and Hawthorn, the Chopper movie, Mushroom Pictures, his daughter getting the rights to an Elliott Smith documentary and a few other observations about life’n’times.

He called the next morning: ‘Mate, have you seen the Queen’s Birthday honours list – Archie Roach is almost the whole of the front page of The Age … I mean, there’s things about Mushroom that I’m so proud of … look, I’m just watching the NBL with Matt … do you know there’s an Australian in each of the teams and one just scored a goal for Cleveland … and how’s this line up – Ed Sheeran, Sam Smith and Taylor Swift … we’ve got them all playing on the same night in different cities in November …’

With Michael Gudinski there is no off button. And he wouldn’t have it any other way.


PROLOGUE

NEVER EVER LET THEM CANCEL

‘You can never – ever – let them cancel – postpone, yes, but never cancel.’

That’s the only thought going through Michael Gudinski’s mind.

It’s approaching 2 am Perth time, Wednesday 19 March 2014. In his room at the Hyatt Regency in Perth, Gudinski is beside himself. Angry. Frustrated. Feeling helpless and powerless.

Gudinski knows about stress and pressure. It’s what he thrives on. What drives him. That is, unless it gets out of his control. Gudinski doesn’t like situations he can’t control. This is one of those situations.

The Rolling Stones landed in Perth 48 hours earlier – and now are minutes away from cancelling the tour and leaving the country.

The tour is budgeted to gross $52 million over six concerts (and eventually does). So tight are the Stones deals that a promoter can lose millions of dollars if even a tiny percentage of the venues don’t totally sell out. Gudinski – like any promoter – doesn’t want to think about the consequences of even one show being postponed or cancelled, let alone a whole tour.

The Rolling Stones had arrived in Perth, stepping off their private, customised Boeing 767 late on the night of Sunday 16 March. They’d posed for a few media photographs before departing for their hotel.

On the Monday things had been as routine as they can be on a Stones tour. They travel with a large entourage, and their party of 117 immediate staff is augmented by several dozen key Australian figures plus hundreds of workers employed in each city the band will play. Each Stones band member has their own manager. And each manager has an executive assistant, and assistant.

There are several hundred people on the road. Carpenters, who report to the head carpenter. There is someone in charge of pyrotechnics. There’s a logistics director. There’s tour accountants, road managers, a chief make-up and hair artist, wardrobe head, physiotherapist, digital media head … it goes on and on.

They have to be flown to Australia, put in hotels and travel constantly with the band. All at Gudinski’s and AEG’s expense.

Two stages had been brought to Australia in 52 shipping containers. The Stones play on their stage. And while one is being used in one city, another is being constructed in the next. Over 50 huge semi-trailers transport equipment between venues. Even before the Perth concert, the stage for the show in Adelaide has already been constructed – and on this tour, production crews are busy assembling the stage for the huge outdoor show at Hanging Rock in Victoria scheduled for eleven days after Perth.

The Stones leave absolutely nothing to chance. With them it’s all about maintaining their reputation as The Greatest Rock’n’Roll Band in the World.

Stones World doesn’t need Gudinski. Most of the Stones tour party don’t even know who he is. To them he’s a local contractor hired to do a job. Gudinski is OK with that. He’s promoting the Rolling Stones. He didn’t think it could get any better than promoting Bruce Springsteen & The E Street Band a few weeks earlier. He doubts it can, but you never know.

Gudinski’s preoccupied with making sure everything is running smoothly. He’s as relaxed as anyone ever gets touring the Rolling Stones – which is not very relaxed. Gudinski has rarely risked this amount of money before.

•

On the Monday night Mick Jagger goes out to dinner. It’s a late one, almost midnight when he’s interrupted with the devastating news that his long-term partner L’Wren Scott has been discovered dead. He’s told it’s a suicide.

Only the people very very close to Jagger are told what has happened.

Gudinski is in his hotel room watching TV. It’s approaching 2 am. A banner starts rolling across the bottom of the screen. ‘Mick Jagger’s long-term …’ Gudinski looks again. ‘Are you fucking kiddin’ me,’ he yells at the television. Gudinski looks at a bottle of Scotch in his room. He unscrews the top. As he is about to pour a big glass he looks at the wristband he’s worn on his left wrist since a major health scare a few years earlier. There are three words printed on it: Don’t Fuck Up. He puts the Scotch aside.

This wasn’t on Gudinski’s list of things that might go wrong. He can’t sleep. He chews his fingernails even more ferociously than usual. He paces. Constantly paces. Looks at the phone. Yells. He calls Reegan Stark, the publicity and promotions director of the Mushroom Group in Melbourne and fills her in. There’s not much more he can do till the new day breaks.

By early morning on Tuesday, 18 March the tragic death of Scott is global news. Media are assembled outside the hotel. Gudinski talks to Paul Gongaware of AEG Live, the huge conglomerate that is the overall promoter for the Rolling Stones tour. Gongaware is tour director for the Stones on the road, and is in Perth.

Gudinski has a tense discussion with Frontier’s financial controller Philip Jacobsen and other key people. What’s the deal with insurance? How many millions of dollars are they looking at losing here? Can they minimise any losses? What the fuck can they do? What the fuck do they do now? Right now. There’s a show scheduled in two days – absolutely everything is in place for a national tour. The ripple effect of any changes will impact on hundreds – maybe thousands – of people employed to do work associated with this tour.

In the middle of the morning, with no word coming from Camp Stones, Gudinski is told to at least continue with the set-up for Wednesday night. What else can he do? Keep assembling the stage, fine-tuning security, backstage, catering … business as usual.

At 5.20 pm Gongaware tells Gudinski that the Perth concert is not going ahead. Suddenly, everything looks bad for the whole tour.

The impetus for the tour was a concert to open the revamped Adelaide Oval. The South Australian government had guaranteed Gudinski free use of the venue and a substantial fee if he could deliver the Rolling Stones. This concert, with over 50,000 tickets sold, is three nights after Perth. The Adelaide connections are desperately pleading for at least that performance to go ahead. The Stones camp aren’t saying anything beyond the fact that the band won’t perform in Perth.

Gudinski knows that this tour can’t be cancelled. Under no circumstances. There’s a very big difference between the words ‘cancelled’ and ‘postponed’. He knows that when a promoter says ‘cancelled’, everyone automatically gets a ticket refund. The tour machine grinds to a halt. It’s over. Finished. He talks to Gongaware repeatedly but he knows nothing definite either. All they can do is wait. And wait.

Throughout this, Gudinski works through scenarios. Can the tour be moved a week to allow Jagger to fly back for the funeral and then return? Can it be moved a month? Two months? He scribbles on notebooks and pieces of paper. Staff are calling venues and checking on availabilities and reporting back. He’s in a holding pattern but not wasting a second. He needs to be prepared for any eventuality. Gudinski is on fire. It’s a weird combination of panic, determination and foreboding. When will there be news? The silence from the Stones and their management is unnerving.

The hours drag on. The media are going crazy. Gudinski has his office change the name he’s booked into the hotel under so he’s not inundated with calls. Media have descended on the Hyatt Regency. Every exit is covered. The airport is staked out.

Gudinski bunkers down. Doesn’t go out. He knows any comment from him will potentially upset the Stones camp. He doesn’t need that.

Jane Rose, the long-time manager of Keith Richards, calls and invites Gudinski to a function for the guitarist’s daughter’s birthday. Amid the chaos and uncertainty, the rest of the Stones’ inner sanctum do their best to operate as normally as possible given these circumstances. Gudinski politely declines. He can’t face it. The stress is too much.

Meanwhile, the Stones and their minders are locked in discussions. The decision is made to cancel the tour and plans are put in place for the band members to leave the country. But no one tells Gudinski what is happening.

Tuesday night arrives and there’s still no movement. This is starting to creep Gudinski out, big time.

Hours roll on. Inside Gudinski’s suite the work rate is frenetic. Every possibility is being canvassed. It’s after midnight. The phone rings. For the hundredth time that day. This time it’s Reegan Stark. She’d been asleep in Melbourne before being rung by the media and marketing liaison person travelling with the Stones, alerting her to the contents of the press release about to go out.

The press release had been sent to the Frontier office in Melbourne via the Stones’ office in the UK and, given the time difference, they wanted to know it had been received – and digested – considering that all hell would break loose when the Stones’ decision was made public.

It’s 3.30 am in Melbourne. She tells Gudinski she’s heard that within ten minutes the Rolling Stones’ office will put out the press release announcing the cancellation of the band’s 2014 Australian tour.

Gudinski repeats the same five words. Never. Ever. Let. Them. Cancel.

The press release must not go out. Under any circumstances. Gudinski picks up the phone and dials another room in the hotel.

The wait seems interminable. Gudinski explodes. ‘Paul, what the fuck …’ he yells down the line.

With Gongaware hanging on the line, Gudinski has Stark send him the proposed announcement from the Stones – Gongaware hadn’t even seen it. The Stones don’t need to explain themselves, even to their global promoters.

Slightly calmer now, Gudinski tells Gongaware that the Stones have to announce a postponement, to allow time for arrangements to be potentially restructured. They just can’t cancel now.

It’s a short conversation. Maybe three minutes. Gudinski reminds Gongaware that a cancelled tour never comes back. He stresses how much money he – and AEG and the Stones – will drop. He questions whether insurance will cover what’s just gone down. He implores Gongaware to buy more time so that he – Michael Gudinski – can put in place a new run of dates. He knows he can do it. And he knows he can do it fast. And better than anyone. He has that self-belief. Now he needs Gongaware to totally believe him and sell this to the Stones’ management. Gudinski is at his most convincing. At this point he could have Gongaware believing the earth is flat. This is Gudinski in full flight.

Gongaware tells Gudinski he’s right. It should be a postponement. He puts down the phone to call Rolling Stones’ business manager Joyce Smyth, and the band’s longstanding UK publicist, Bernard Doherty, both in London.

Gudinski paces. He’s aware that the next few minutes are beyond critical. Things are out of his control. There is no telling how the Stones camp will react to the suggestion that they change their plans. This is the Rolling Stones, after all. They’re not used to being told they might have made the wrong call.

A few minutes later the phone in Gudinski’s room rings. It’s Gongaware. The Stones have agreed to announce a tour postponement. Gudinski and Frontier Touring are still in the game.

At 5 am AEDT, Frontier Touring issue a statement announcing the postponement.

Never. Ever. Let. Them. Cancel.

Jagger soon flies out of Australia on a commercial airline that departs from Melbourne. The other band members and key figures drift back across the globe. But Gudinski has his postponement. That’s one thing sorted. The next is to get the tour back on track.

What were he and Frontier staring at, loss-wise, if that hadn’t happened? ‘Millions mate, millions,’ he says, reclining on the couch in his office in May 2015. ‘And they would have lost millions too.’

Gudinski had thought those losses would be covered by his insurance. The Rolling Stones had thought their insurance would cover their losses. But there’s no precedent for an event like this – even in the colourful and unpredictable careers of both the Rolling Stones and Gudinski. The respective insurers said things that made all parties uncomfortable, suggesting that cancellation because of a suicide mightn’t be covered by the policies.

•

The immediate ripple effect of any tour delay is enormous. All the equipment has to be returned, venues cancelled, hotels unbooked, caterers, security staff … contract staff laid off, tickets refunded. What happens to tens of thousands of T-shirts and other merchandise specifically manufactured for this tour with dates and venues emblazoned on them? There is as much work in a tour postponement or cancellation as there is in an actual tour. The main difference is that the outgoing costs are enormous and there’s no money coming in. Gudinski has to get this tour back on track.

With AEG, Gudinski and his key Frontier partner Frank Stivala, long-term lieutenants Gerard Schlaghecke and Michael Harrison and financial adviser Jacobsen set about sorting out a solution. The tour has to go back on. Adelaide is key as the South Australian government is donating the venue. The first possible date is 18 October at the end of the football season, and no later than the twenty-fifth, when the oval is scheduled to be used for cricket.

The proposed new run of dates is presented to the Stones’ management, via AEG. Gudinski has done this quickly. Impressively quickly. In a matter of days. He’s firing. On the ball. He wants this tour back on. Badly.

But there is Gudinski time and there is Rolling Stones time. His moves faster than theirs. Almost a fortnight goes by and there’s no news. What the fuck is going on? He’s starting to get a bad feeling. Despite this uncertainty, refund requests are minimal. The audience is holding strong, still expecting, still hoping that new dates will be announced.

In the midst of this seemingly endless waiting game Gudinski’s wife, Sue, calls one morning early in April to let him know that Keith Richards’ daughter is going to be interviewed on the Today show.

Gudinski turns on the TV and hears Alexandra Richards being asked about whether her father and his mates are coming back to Australia. She says that she’s not meant to say anything but it looks like they’re coming back in October.

Gudinski punches the air. He yells. ‘Fuck me drunk, we’re looking good here!’

Gudinski calls AEG to try and confirm if this is in fact true and his chest pumps with adrenaline and excitement when he hears from the more official channels that the tour is back on. But there’s now a lot of work to do. Everything – from the minutest detail up – must start again.

On Tuesday, 15 April 2014 at 1.10 pm it is officially announced that the Rolling Stones’ Australian and New Zealand tour is back on for October and November.

So in October the Stones arrive. This time they’re not matchfit after a break from shows. They rehearse for ten days in a film studio in Adelaide.

The Stones get an unheard-of 52,000 crowd in Adelaide, and kill it in Perth. Melbourne sells out. It’s a Stones tour in full, totally organised mode. Gudinski’s pulled it off. Bring on Hanging Rock.

Gudinski’s phone starts ringing at 6.05 am on Friday, 8 November, the day before the show. He knows that nothing good comes from 6 am phone calls.

It’s the news that Jagger’s voice, which was showing some signs of wear and tear at Rod Laver Arena two nights earlier, has deteriorated. Gudinski wonders why this is happening. Jagger may still act like he’s a teenager, but he’s now 71. He can’t keep up both the lifestyle and the performance schedule. The Stones are cancelling Hanging Rock.

Gudinski can’t take it. This is fucked. Totally fucked. He deals with the barrage of the day. Dozens of calls. Refunds. Meetings. Abusive posting on social networks. It’s chaos. It’s a mess. That night he looks at his wristband. He ignores the word ‘Don’t’ on it and gets totally pissed. He needs a release.

The following Saturday the Stones play the Hunter Valley. It’s a great show. Gudinski is deflated. All he can think about is how great Hanging Rock would have been. He travels to Brisbane then on to Auckland.

Gudinski has very little engagement with the Stones themselves. His wife hangs out with the smokers in the camp but it’s not until a party after the concert in Adelaide that she introduces Gudinski to Keith Richards.

‘Are you Mr Promoter,’ he laughs. Richards refers to Sue as Mrs Promoter.

After the concert in Sydney, Gudinski gets to spend more time with Richards. He goes with friends to the Caffe Roma restaurant in Sydney’s Kings Cross. By coincidence Richards is dining there in a secured area. Hearing that Gudinski is there, he invites the promoter in for what becomes a friendly chat.

But by the time the whole run of Australian dates has finished Gudinski still hasn’t met Jagger. He’s just the guy making sure a $52 million tour goes smoothly.

And then, just an hour prior to the last show on the tour, Gudinski is wandering around backstage in Auckland when word comes to him that Mick Jagger would like to see him. Up to this point, Gudinski has not spoken to the singer on the whole tour. Prior to this, Gudinski had had no contact with the other Stones aside from the few exchanges with Keith Richards and chats with Ron Wood and Charlie Watts. The Stones keep very much to themselves, socialising only with those they know and trust.

Gudinski is ushered in to see Jagger. They spend no more than ten minutes chatting. Jagger thanks him for everything he’s done and compliments him on how well he handled everything.

Gudinski and Sue are allowed to pose for a happy snap with Jagger and the other Stones. He’s just put multiple millions of dollars on the line for their Australasian tour. The least they can do is a happy snap.

After the chat with Jagger, the other band members are hastily assembled and the Gudinskis are told where to stand in relation to each member (it’s that regimented) and the photographer clicks away for ten seconds. Gudinski has to sign a release saying that he won’t use the photo anywhere without the permission of the Stones’ management. The photos are taken away so that each Stone can be sure they’re happy with their appearance and a few weeks later a sanctioned photo is sent to Gudinski. It’s not in this book. Gudinski didn’t think he needed the hassle of going through the whole rigmarole of asking for their approval.

Would he tour the Stones again? He doesn’t think they’ll ever return to Australia but says he’ll be disappointed if they do and he’s not the promoter.

And did he and Frontier make money on the tour?

‘We didn’t make a fortune, but I’m certainly not in the club of people who lost money on a Rolling Stones tour,’ Gudinski says. ‘It knocked me around a lot and we didn’t make as much as we should have. But if the tour had been cancelled I’m not sure that it would have ever happened again. Those first three minutes on the phone to Gongaware were crucial. That’s where I really came into my own.’

This is what makes Michael Gudinski the formidable, awe-inspiring – and phenomenally successful – figure he is. His intellect is astonishing, his presence commanding, often frightening and totally persuasive. He has the ability to convince anyone that his way of doing things is in fact the only way to do things.

In those few minutes Gudinski went up against the Stones – and not just an undecided Stones camp but one that had made a decision to cancel their tour. He convinced one of the prime figures at one of the biggest tour promoting companies in the world that his way was the right way, and in doing so managed to present arguments and business acumen that changed the minds of the management of the goddam fucking Rolling Stones.

Welcome to Michael Gudinski World. We just live in it.


1

GROWING UP

Tommy Mottola, one of the most powerful music industry executives of the modern era, is prowling his domain, an upper floor of Sony Headquarters, the imposing monolithic black tower in the heart of New York City’s Midtown. The part of Manhattan where real business is done. He’s practising his golf swing – air golf if you will – as he passes an office and hears the name Michael Gudinski uttered by a new senior staffer recruited from Australia via the UK. He stops.

‘Can I tell you something,’ he says. ‘The rest of us have stopped partying because we had to, but how Michael still does it and how he’s still alive I’ll never know. But I’ll tell you this – he’s probably the greatest music man I’ve ever met.’

Mottola returns to his golf swing. Meanwhile, in Melbourne, Australia, the greatest music man Mottola has ever met is doing about the only thing he knows how to do – making deals that involve music.

Michael Gudinski has always been about music and doing deals. It’s what drives him. Music, deals and more deals. More music and more deals. And he started on that path as a kid. Before there was music there were deals. But the music came along soon enough.

•

On 22 August 1952, Michael Solomon Gudinski was born in Melbourne. Four years earlier, in 1948, his parents, Lithuanian-born Kopel ‘Kuba’ Gudinski (born 1907) and Ukrainian-born Nina Gudinski (née Karnovsky, born in 1917), left Europe with their daughter, Tania. They had been married on 22 March 1939 in Kaunas, Lithuania. Only a small number of the 35,000 Jews in Kaunas would survive the Nazi invasion.

The Gudinskis’ first child, Rina, was born in 1941 and died aged two. ‘They never really talked about this,’ is as far as Gudinski will ever be drawn on the subject.

‘My father’s family was pretty well off,’ Gudinski says. He thinks most of the family money was lost during the war but that there was some stashed in New York, hence Kuba going to that city.

They then did what so many Russians of that generation did at the end of the Second World War – headed for New York City. Kuba had no love for his birthplace, and once told his son never to go to Russia; Michael has never been to that country. But they didn’t stay in America for long. On the advice of friends, Kuba, Nina and Tania repacked their bags and headed for Australia. Given his later obsession with making it in America and his love affair with the country in general – particularly New York and Los Angeles – it’s reasonable to think that the young Michael Gudinski would later wish his parents had stayed in New York.

The three Gudinskis travelled to Australia in what for the time was a rather extravagant fashion – they flew from New York to Sydney, and arrived at Mascot Airport on 22 June 1948, before travelling to Melbourne, where they stayed with family friends for some time before moving to a house in Caulfield.

Kuba Gudinski had a knack for business. It was a trait he would pass on to his only son, even if he wouldn’t approve of its manifestation. When he left Russia he was already a successful businessman, and by the time his son was born, in a new and peaceful place, Kuba had built up a lucrative construction business. He was building flats and factories and running them. He also had an interest in a recycling yard.

The world into which Michael arrived at the end of an Australian winter in 1952 was a comfortable one. The Gudinski family home in Caulfield, south-east Melbourne, was rather grand. As he grew up amid the trappings of a middle-class life, young Michael thrived. The family eventually had a boat. Holidays were frequently spent on the ski fields, and Gudinski would also develop into a more than passable water-skier. Life was not hard or troublesome for the young Gudinski. The blueprint for material success and comfort laid down by his parents would continue for his entire life. Never once has he resided on Struggle Street – he doesn’t even know its location. Still, it wasn’t the life of Riley. The industriousness and savvy of his father engulfed the young Gudinski every day and nurtured what seemed to be his genetic predisposition to do business.

And this disposition showed early. At the age of seven, Gudinski spotted the money-making potential of a vacant block next to the family home, which was close to Caulfield Racetrack. Michael started charging for parking spaces on race days. It was a cash-only business, and there was room for six cars. Every weekend during racing season was a good earner, but on Caulfield Cup Day in mid October, he hit pay dirt. What was there not to like? It was the beginning of his life as an entrepreneur.

While they were not religious Jews, Gudinski’s parents insisted on him attending Mount Scopus Memorial College, the most respected Jewish school in Melbourne. After he’d completed his primary education, however, they moved him to Caulfield North Central (Gudinski had no interest in learning Hebrew, which was a compulsory subject) and finally Melbourne High. The family had provided the resources for Gudinski to get the best possible education available at the time in Melbourne.

At Melbourne High, Gudinski encountered a number of musicians with whom, to varying degrees, he would interact in the future. Among the students was Eric Gradman, who would go on to play with the Sharks, The Bleeding Hearts and Man & Machine and who was one of a trio of friends with whom Gudinski started staging school dances in the Caulfield area. Other associates included Nick Cave, whose Boys Next Door Gudinski would later work with, and Brendan Mason, whose band Madder Lake would provide the fledgling Mushroom Records with its debut hit record. Their song ‘Goodbye Lollipop’ was released in February 1973 and was the first single on Mushroom.

Like many kids of his generation, Gudinski fell under the spell of blues-based and psychedelic rock’n’roll music emanating from the United Kingdom and the United States. His was a world of the Jimi Hendrix Experience, Cream, John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers and their ilk. As an associate later quipped, ‘It’s fair to imagine that Michael listened to a lot of the Rolling Stones and didn’t have a great affinity with the Beatles.’ This was, after all, a generation where it was considered almost impossible to like both the Beatles and the Rolling Stones. Top of the pile was Traffic, and their frontman Steve Winwood remains to this day one of Gudinski’s favourite singers – and, along with The Doors, The Easybeats and Roy Orbison, one of the few artists he’s ever talked to me about when not discussing a business or tour opportunity. (The first two singles Gudinski ever bought were by Orbison and Elvis Presley.) With time, Gudinski would discover the roots of all the music that he loved from overseas, and this would also shape his home-grown musical tastes and early touring ventures – it was all blues-based music with origins in the Mississippi Delta and cities like Chicago.

In Australia in the 1960s and 70s there was a large blues-based music scene and this is where Gudinski gravitated, particularly to the sounds of a Melbourne-based band called Chain, formed in 1968. They were at the forefront of progressive blues in this country and Gudinski loved them. And he loved other, similar bands playing around Melbourne: Billy Thorpe & The Aztecs, early Chain lead singer Wendy Saddington, Carson, Madder Lake, and the Adderley Smith Blues Band. His first experience of live music was at a lunchtime show watching The Loved Ones at a Melbourne venue called The Tenth Avenue Disco, in the centre of the city.

Bob ‘Bongo’ Starkie, later of Skyhooks, was in the same year as Gudinski at Melbourne High. They weren’t close but Starkie remembers that at a school with a motto of ‘Honour the Work’ and a reputation for academic excellence, Gudinski already appeared different to other students because of his entrepreneurial streak. ‘I guess we were two people who stood out a bit,’ Starkie recalls. ‘Gudinski was totally out of place. He was a total dag. He had a huge nose. Melbourne High was quite an amazing scene, it was a pretty strange school. The masters wore boaters and capes. It was like a hangover of a British public school. They treated us like we were lucky to be there. It was really a sporting school and they also had cadets [military training].

‘I can remember running into Michael on weekends. He’d be riding his bike, going over to see Chain at Fawkner Park [in South Yarra] to book them for his dance. He had like a Jewish dance happening in Caulfield. I can remember him with his flared pants that were too short. Funny stuff.’

It hadn’t taken Gudinski long to graduate from charging people to park in the vacant space next to the family home to the more lucrative ventures which would go on to shape his business career. By the age of fifteen he was running his own suburban dances and earning around $500 a week – an absolute fortune at the time. (As a comparison, when I moved to Sydney to write for RAM magazine in 1978, a decade after Gudinski was promoting dances, my weekly salary was $90, which enabled me to survive comfortably.)

Coming up with the idea of organising and promoting local dances was hardly an example of Gudinski as rocket scientist. The teenage dance phenomenon had swept the world since the 1950s. He was just another kid doing it, albeit a rather young one. The genesis of Gudinski the promoter was simple. It was the holidays, and he and three schoolmates were bored. They started chatting and figured that if they put on a dance, everyone from their school would come. As well as being a fun venture, money could be made. Plus, for a group of teenage boys this was clearly a wonderful opportunity to meet girls. What was not to like? It’s what Gudinski has done all his life – create events, make some money and meet girls. And dances provided a more exciting way to meet girls than his previous method, hanging around art galleries. ‘Dance promoter’ had a far cooler ring to it than ‘art gallery haunter’. And the girls were wilder.

The first dance Gudinski and the boys organised and promoted was at St Mary’s church on Dandenong Road in St Kilda. Gudinski quickly expanded to organising dances in town halls in St Kilda, Box Hill, Broad meadows, and on his home turf at Caulfield.

The dance promotion caper didn’t go down at all well with Gudinski’s father. Kuba was a hardworking immigrant and in the light of the educational opportunities offered to his son in 1960s Australia he reasonably expected – like most fathers of that generation – that if Michael didn’t follow him into the family business he would certainly go on to university and become either a doctor or a lawyer. Gudinski didn’t have the attention span or application for that. There were easier and more enjoyable ways to make a living. ‘I had some fantasies of being a lawyer at some stage,’ Gudinski has said. It was a short-lived fantasy.

Of his upbringing, Gudinski says: ‘It was a different era. In Europe we’d been a very wealthy family and came to Australia with absolutely nothing. [My parents] were lucky to have got through the war, and they lost a daughter that I’d never even met. My parents were pretty old by the time they got to Australia. A second generation of successful kids of migrant families grew up knowing what their parents had gone through, and really caring and believing in this country.

‘I’m glad I was born in Australia,’ Gudinski says. ‘Where would I have been if I was born in Russia – the old Russia? My father was a pretty tough old-school European. He built himself up again. He was stubborn. He used to take me to building sites. I think he thought I’d be interested in that but I wasn’t. He certainly told me never to go back to the old country and I haven’t. I’m not really proud of the fact that I’ve still never been to Israel. I wouldn’t have the same problem with Russia.

‘When he moved me to Caulfield North, that was pretty tough. I was called “Jew boy” and that kind of thing. I was a shy sort of guy. My father had no interest in footy and cricket but he let me go. When I got into Melbourne High I think that satisfied the old man.’

Along with Michael’s entrepreneurialism, his laissez-faire attitude to business also emerged early on. He loved the thrill of creating the event but was far less focused on the mundane financial aspects. And he wasn’t yet at the stage of hiring others to do the day-to-day stuff of keeping accounting records and making sure all the outgoings – like payments to bands and venues – were taken care of. To the young Gudinski this was minor stuff that detracted from the thrill of the caper. There are stories of Gudinski forgetting to pay some of the bands who played at the dances he organised, and the musicians arriving at the family home the next day asking to see him. According to one person, there was a legendary shout from the front door to Gudinski’s bedroom as his mother demanded: ‘MICHAEL, GET DOWN HERE AND GIVE THESE NICE BOYS THEIR MONEY!’

Gudinski has never denied these stories, and once told me, ‘There used to be trails of two-dollar notes to my bedroom. I was too young to drive so I used to have the security guys from the gigs drive me home.’ But it wasn’t long before Gudinski was old enough to get a licence to drive – something that for someone with his short attention span was probably not a good idea. (These days, as he has for many years, he employs a fulltime driver so that he can avoid being behind the wheel.)

Cash from his dance promotions was rolling in at a ridiculous rate and Gudinski was still living at home, meaning that his living expenses were close to non-existent. Someone running as many dances as Gudinski and pulling in that sort of money wasn’t going to go unnoticed for long. In the same way as in years to come he and his cohorts would continually sniff out and either stomp on or buy into business opposition, Gudinski soon came to the attention of Bill Joseph, who was then the biggest promoter of dances in Melbourne. As Frank Stivala, who met Gudinski at this time and who, along with Philip Jacobsen, remains his longest-standing business partner, observes, Joseph was ‘one of the pioneers of Australian music – he pretty much invented pub rock’.

Joseph flourished at what was a crazily great time for live music in Melbourne. A popular band could play pretty much every night of the week; and on Friday and Saturday nights in particular, with the use of rotating equipment, it was easy to play at least two, maybe three shows a night, in different venues.

The scene in the 1960s and well into the 70s was very different from today – there was an amazing amount going on. Younger people are always surprised when I tell them that, for instance, even in the 1980s, Paul Kelly and his band could play seven nights a week in Sydney if they so desired. They could pull 400 people to a venue in West Ryde on a Tuesday night, the same number in Cammeray on Wednesday, and twice that in Manly on Saturday, with other shows in between. It was the same in Melbourne.

Joseph had established the Australian Musicians Booking Organisation (AMBO) in 1968 with partners Norman Spry, Geoff Joseph and Darryl Sambell. The agency manager was Denis Smith. Operating from offices in Latrobe Street in central Melbourne, the AMBO agency represented John Farnham, Zoot, Ronnie Burns, Marcie Jones, Chain, The Valentines, Russell Morris and others. An offshoot business called Jovan, based at Beach Road, Mentone, predominantly ran venues.

One of the junior agents at AMBO was someone who would spend the next 40 years in the Gudinski orbit, a cherubic curly-headed dude called Frank Stivala, who had quit his job at the State Savings Bank to work for Joseph, taking over from Gudinski. Says Stivala: ‘We were just young kids trying to take over the world but winging it because there were really no rules in those days – we invented our own rules as we went along. It was just a bunch of guys having fun and pinching bands from each other.’

Gudinski, with his dark hair flying everywhere and an untamed beard, was a boundless source of energy, talking up bands, organising dances, talking the talk, getting and spreading the vibe – while making a very good income from it all. Perceiving Gudinski’s burgeoning empire as a potential threat, Bill Joseph decided to offer the young dance promoter a job.

Joseph cajoled Gudinski for a year but with no success. Gudinski knew that he’d be in deep trouble with his parents if he dropped out of school and went to work for a dance promoter and booking agency. This wasn’t the law or medicine, it was the music industry – and, in Australia, a fledgling one at that. Gudinski wanted it. He wanted it bad. But every time he thought about it as a career – and then what his parents would say – a big warning sign flashed in front of him. It read: DO NOT GO THERE – to which he added a footnote: … yet.

To avoid any confrontation at home, Gudinski began working for Joseph on weekends. He’d put up posters and distribute handbills around Melbourne and work in the cloakroom at shows – no doubt paying close attention to how Joseph and his partners operated, storing the information away for his own future ventures. This was as good an apprenticeship as an ambitious young booking agent and would-be promoter could get. Gudinski was already hooked on the world of rock’n’roll and promoting, and the time with Joseph cemented his career path. He was addicted. He hated school. And he realised he wasn’t going to get through his final year.

‘I was doing year twelve and I picked a couple of wrong subjects,’ Gudinski reflects. ‘Bill Joseph offered me a job two or three times and I really didn’t think I was going to finish school.’

He was still living at home, a modern flat-roofed house in Caulfield. His own domain was a bungalow attached to the garage with pages from Go-Set magazine plastered all over the walls. He was already wealthier than any of his mates and if he wanted to impress people he’d show them his bankbook with its balance of $10,000, a ridiculous amount for a seventeen-year-old. He didn’t yet own a car but borrowed his mum’s green pushbutton S-series Valiant.

Still terrified of what his parents would say, Gudinski bided his time until his mother and father were overseas on an extended holiday during his final year at high school before telling Joseph that he would join the organisation and work full time. It has been suggested that some of his close friends attempted to dissuade him from this decision, but Gudinski had made up his mind. And history tells us that once made up, Gudinski’s mind rarely deviates from its initial position. He’ll listen to others but usually only to reinforce his belief that he’s right. This was his dream job. He was earning an income doing something he loved, something that was clearly in his blood, something to which – to the envy of most people – he woke every day with a sense of excitement that, hell yeah, he was going to work. With his formal education over, he enrolled in the school of late nights, risk taking, money, deals, music and girls.

Having graduated from posters and handbill distribution, Gudinski started answering the phones at the AMBO office as well as making a tentative move into booking bands. The more experienced hands looked after the established talent, but – in a tradition that continues to this day in booking agencies – the young agent was allowed (when the business of booking the real money-spinners was done) to indulge himself by organising some gigs for young bands he knew, such as Chain. Depending on who you talk to, the payment for this work was at best minimal and at worst pretty much non-existent.

Gudinski was effectively managing the bands Healing Force, Carson and later Chain. He wanted to be able to do that while working as an agent for Joseph, and his boss was prepared to allow that.

‘He was very good about it and broke the rules and allowed me to both manage bands and book them as well,’ Gudinski recalls.

‘It was funny with Chain. They’d heard about me and asked me over the phone to manage them. I hadn’t met them personally. It was ironic to think that you could become a band’s manager in those days without meeting them.’

Gudinski was more and more obsessed. He loved this life. He was bursting for it. There was no other option for him. This was what he was going to do with his life. Michael Gudinski was in the music business. Deep, deep, deep in the music business. Even before there really was such a thing as the music business in this country. That was OK – he’d invent it along the way.

As he expected, the shit totally hit the fan when his parents returned from overseas and heard that Gudinski had left school. Kuba was furious, and Michael’s relationship with his father never really recovered.

Kuba threw Gudinski out of the family house and he moved in with a band called Freshwater, who he was also managing and went to live with them in an apartment on Beaconsfield Parade, St Kilda.

‘I lost my virginity in that place,’ Gudinski says.
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In years to come they would become competitive with each other, but in the initial period of Gudinski’s employment at AMBO, Bill Joseph was his original mentor. One of the first challenges Joseph had set him was a true baptism of fire: he sent him on the road, during Gudinski’s school holidays, with one of the bands the company represented, The Valentines, whose line-up included future AC/DC singer Bon Scott and future journalist/manager Vince Lovegrove. However, the parties and sexual craziness on the road didn’t deter Gudinski – they just fuelled an addiction to the touring lifestyle that continues to this day. Gudinski has recalled of that first tour, to Adelaide: ‘for a young “on the road” virgin who had never touched a drug, I certainly learnt a lot on that trip’.

Or as Lovegrove told writer Christie Eliezer: ‘The Valentines had a fairly wild reputation in terms of partying. We seemed to attract all the misfits, the runaways, and the hard-living girls and guys … There were wild parties, and anyone who wanted to party knew that there was always a party when The Valentines were in town.

‘Michael Gudinski was a … sixteen-year-old schoolboy dropout who wanted more than anything to be part of the Australian music industry. He was seduced by the lights and the mystique of the music industry. He was also naive in the extreme, self-conscious, and a little starry-eyed. But above all he was a massive music fan with a growing knowledge of music …

‘It was the best introduction into the wild side of the music business that Michael could possibly have had, and I have no doubt that it held him in good stead for the rest of his career! I can remember clearly the words of Bill Joseph when we finally returned to Melbourne: “What in the bloody hell did you do to Michael? He hasn’t been the same since he got home.”’ There was a wild, crazy child lurking inside Gudinski and it was being unleashed.

By 1970, after twelve months as agency manager, Gudinski began to feel he’d outgrown what AMBO had to offer. By this time he was more focused on managing the now established Melbourne underground/blues/boogie-based artists such as Chain, Carson and Healing Force. These bands were part of a new underground of the Australian music scene both in sound and attitude. They were raw, unpretentious, hardworking, gritty and very unlikely to be heard on the radio. They developed their craft through countless nights playing in pubs and at dances, building their fan base and fervent live following predominantly through performance – something that would distinguish Australian rock’n’roll artists till the 1990s, when technology, radio and later the internet would become the dominant factors in artists achieving mainstream success.

Gudinski decided that it was time to move on. Back when he was still going through the motions of getting a formal education, he’d made the acquaintance of a guy called Michael Browning, whom Gudinski described as ‘Mr Cool’. Gudinski used to book some of the bands Browning represented for dances at Caulfield Town Hall. In Gudinski’s eyes, Browning was the cool cat around town – he also exclusively booked two very influential live music venues – Berties and Sebastians. Browning had also worked for Bill Joseph at AMBO and had taken on the management of Doug Parkinson. Doug Parkinson in Focus was arguably the biggest band in Australia in 1969, with hits like their cover of the Beatles’ ‘Dear Prudence’. Browning also signed up Billy Thorpe & The Aztecs, and would go on to manage AC/DC.

Browning had been aware of Gudinski for a number of years, and recalled that as a schoolboy dance promoter, Gudinski would come into his first office, in South Yarra. ‘He would come into my Park Street headquarters with a few of his Jewish mates, mostly during their lunchbreak from Melbourne High. No older than seventeen, they’d just hang around, often for the entire day, eating their adoringly prepared sandwiches from their lunchboxes, driving me crazy until I gave them the bands they were after for their Caulfield gigs. I liked them all but it was obvious Michael was the smartest of the bunch. He was direct and focused and had a dry sense of humour.’

Browning knew what he was doing. So did Gudinski. So together they set up an agency called Consolidated Rock. The plan was to look after only the bands they liked. When Gudinski left AMBO he took three-quarters of their roster with him to his new agency, including Carson, Chain, and lesser-known outfits such as Healing Force and Bulldog.

The initial office was in the foyer of Sebastians, before they entered into a short-term lease on a property in Punt Road, South Yarra, that was listed for demolition. From there they went to more long-term premises in South Yarra.

During the formation of Consolidated Rock in 1971, Gudinski called his friend Adrian Barker and asked if he wanted to become a partner. Barker was then running the Drum management and booking agency next to the offices of Go-Set magazine in Drummond Street, Carlton. As well as The Masters Apprentices, their banner act, Drum also looked after the likes of The Sect and Ida May Mack, the latter being managed by a young Tasmanian called Michael Chugg. At the time, Barker couldn’t leave Drum as the Masters were in England recording, and he figured he owed them the loyalty to keep things running in their absence. Some months later, towards the end of 1971, however, when the band broke up, Barker closed Drum and became a booker at Consolidated Rock.

Gudinski and Browning were a formidable pairing, and the agency quickly gained a monopoly over the club and pub circuit in Melbourne. Browning admits that Consolidated Rock was ‘a fully operating monopoly – if your band wasn’t with us they didn’t work in Melbourne or Sydney’. These guys had a lot of control over the live music scene. Some would say too much control.

The name Consolidated Rock was dreamt up by Bob Dames, bass player for the Purple Hearts. As Browning recalls, the name had its advantages. The company once hosted a fully catered conference at Melbourne’s Park Royal Hotel. They never received the not insubstantial bill. A while later the young hustlers found out that the hotel had thought they were some big-time mining conglomerate and couldn’t track them down.

As well as building the reputations of Gudinski, Browning and Barker, the agency would serve as a launch pad for other figures who would go on to become some of the biggest and most influential names in the Australian music industry. One of these was Michael Chugg, whose first job had been as a race caller. That job came to a somewhat abrupt end after he dropped a four-letter word during a broadcast when the horse he’d put money on ran last.

While working in the office at Consolidated Rock, Chugg had a second job in home furnishings. Gudinski recalls: ‘I used to get Chugg’s band, Ida May Mack, a good week’s work and I’d get free linen sheets. Because he sold linen during the day – the most psychedelic stupid sheets.’ To check if he had what it took to work with them, Browning and Gudinski asked Chugg to prove himself by using his skills to install new blinds in their office one weekend. He did. He was in. For his apprenticeship at Consolidated Rock, Chugg started by putting up posters for Gudinski and Browning’s business.

By 1971, Consolidated Rock had pretty much taken over Melbourne. They were really only missing out on a few acts, and these were predominantly Sydney-based ones controlled by a guy called Peter Cunningham, who either booked shows direct from Sydney or dealt with a smaller Melbourne agency. Gudinski and Browning decided that this irritant needed to be stopped. They sent Chugg to Sydney to open a Consolidated Rock office there, in Underwood Street, Paddington. He was joined in the new office by another upstart, Roger Davies, who had also hung around the Melbourne office hassling for shows for the band he worked with, Company Caine.

The Consolidated Rock principals were, by this time, rolling in cash. Both decided to treat themselves. For Gudinski it was a car. Not for him the usual teenage purchase of a clapped-out vehicle. No, Gudinski decided he needed – in fact required – a canary-yellow E-type Jaguar convertible sports car. No kidding, it had to be a Jaguar. Gudinski bought one, albeit secondhand. It was an impressive vehicle and one that deserved to be treated with respect, not driven by a frenetic crazy kid talking at a million words a minute and scheming his next business venture. Inevitably, three weeks after he bought the car he also nearly killed himself.

It was four o’clock in the morning, no doubt after a dance of some description, and Gudinski was racing through wet suburban streets at high speed. In a move that should surprise no one, he lost control of the car, hitting three fences and two parked cars. Someone must have been looking after him, though, as he walked away from the mess with just a broken thumb. The car didn’t fare so well.

•

Throughout his time running Consolidated Rock there was one new venture that gnawed at Gudinski, and with his short attention span and sense of urgency, it must have frustrated the hell out of him that it took over two years to come to fruition. Gudinski wanted to start a record label.

What emerged as Mushroom Records was originally going to be called the far more corporate-sounding Consolidated Rock Records. Gudinski had planned to open for business in 1970. However, one small incident halted the projected plans. In mid 1971 Browning had a run-in with what was then the biggest-selling music magazine in Australia, the hugely popular and influential Go-Set.

There are varying reports as to what triggered the article. Browning recalls that it was because a small band had complained they couldn’t get a gig because of Consolidated Rock’s monopoly. Another version is that after a very successful Consolidated Rock concert featuring Billy Thorpe at Melbourne Town Hall the partners had decided to repeat the formula in Sydney and the show had been an organisational disaster, which resulted in their being attacked in a weekly column in the magazine.

Gudinski is
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