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For Susan Lynch – honest, strong and kind.
The important things.

And in memory of Anthony O’Grady, Chris Wilson,
Chris Winter and Martin Armiger.




INTRODUCTION


‘That’s what I would call myself – a songwriter.
That’s enough. Not everyone can do it.’

Paul Kelly



PAUL KELLY’S MUSIC HAS BEEN A SOUNDTRACK TO MY LIFE for over four decades. If you’ve picked this book up it may well be the case for you. Maybe you came in with Paul’s earliest bands, The Debutantes, The High Rise Bombers or The Dots. Heaven forbid, you may have been in the audience at Paul’s first public performance at Salamanca Place in Hobart. Possibly you also wanted to be like Billy Baxter.

Or maybe it was ‘Before Too Long’ that first caught your attention and had you singing along. Or ‘Darling It Hurts’, ‘Leaps and Bounds’, ‘To Her Door’ and all those other great songs he wrote and recorded with The Coloured Girls/ Messengers.

Or was it more recent Paul Kelly? Maybe ‘How to Make Gravy’ or ‘With the One I Love’? Or ‘From Little Things Big Things Grow’. It could have been buying the Songs from the South compilations or Wanted Man. Or perhaps you bought Nature or Life Is Fine or another of Paul’s most recent albums and have now decided you want to go back through that extensive back catalogue.

It’s even possible you don’t own any of Paul’s music but have become a fan from attending his live shows. Has it become a fixture of your December to attend his How to Make Gravy shows?

In 2020 Paul Kelly is omnipresent. There’s a constant stream of recordings, live performances, collaborations, books and appearances. Paul is everywhere. Part of our national consciousness. An elder. A voice of our personal and public world. An articulator of our times.

As world-renowned critic David Fricke comments, Paul is Australia’s Bob Dylan, Bruce Springsteen, Neil Young and Slim Dusty. He is the most dominant and recognisable Australian song and dance man of his generation and he has already created a body of work that will be listened to and celebrated well beyond his time with us. He’s worked incredibly hard to make his mark.

There are other famous Paul Kellys. For a start there’s the political journalist. And one of my favourite AFL footballers, the Sydney Swans’ fearless Captain Courageous, and in 2020 Deputy Chief Medical Officer Paul Kelly has become increasingly well known. But at the end of the day no one confuses them with the Australian icon that is the Paul Kelly.

I’ve known Paul since 1976 when he was with The High Rise Bombers. He was the very first person I ever interviewed. He didn’t say much. He still doesn’t. But he says more these days, probably because he is more confident and assured in his position.

After that initial encounter, we developed a friendship. Maybe not a close one but the comfortable one that artists and writers tend to cultivate. We both loved much of the same music and had a burning desire to hear more. To hear everything.

In 1984 Paul took that now legendary trip from St Kilda to Kings Cross and soon after called and asked if I’d like to meet up with him. We went to the closest pub from my office, and when we walked out a few hours later, I was Paul’s manager. It was a relationship that lasted until the end of the decade and is covered in a significant portion of this book.

It was a thrilling ride for both of us – and everyone else involved. When I stepped in, Paul didn’t have a record deal. His first solo album, Post, which was critically acclaimed but didn’t sell a lot of records, came soon after. The roller-coaster really took off when Gossip was released in 1986 and ‘Before Too Long’ was all over Australian radio. Suddenly there was an American record deal and Paul and I were zooming around the globe – sometimes together, other times with The Coloured Girls/Messengers.

In between tours and recording, Paul and I talked about music and sport. Every few months he’d give me a box of C90 cassettes and ask me to record anything I was listening to and tell me to give the box back when it was full of music. Then he’d give me another box of cassettes and the process would start again. He used to say, ‘Don’t think about what I might like – just record absolutely anything you’re listening to and I’ll work out what I like.’

Decades later when I heard Melbourne singer–songwriter John Flanagan’s song ‘The Last of the Cassette Men’, which is about driving Paul to a gig and discussing the world of music and cassette tapes, all those memories came back.

On my bookshelf is a first edition copy of the writings of the famous music journalist Lester Bangs. Inside my copy – a present from Paul – is inscribed, ‘To Stuart – from one journalist to another – Paul’.

Paul is indeed a journalist. Of course on occasions he has written traditional journalism for newspapers and magazines – pieces on his love for Indigenous Australian music, his late band mate Steve Connolly, and a lovely piece on the great Melbourne AFL footballer Robbie Flower. But he is a broader journalist too – a chronicler of songs of our lives, our relationships, our subtleties. They are his life and they are also ours. That’s why we connect so intimately with his songs and his voice. He watches, he listens, he observes and turns it all into song.

As much as Paul loves words and melodies, he also loves sport. For a number of years in the 1980s we used to play an annual cricket match. One team was made up of Paul, his band members, road crew and me as manager. We played a team of media folk. I could have played for either team but my allegiances were clear.

These cricket matches were – in theory – casual affairs. I say in theory because Paul took them terribly seriously. He wanted to win and everything about field placement, who did and didn’t bowl and the batting order was done with that in mind. It’s this intense focus and determination that pervades every aspect of Paul’s world. Sure he laughs, can be highly amusing – if quiet – company but make no mistake: there is a singular focus and grit to everything he does. His creative life really is a matter of life and death.

Together Paul and I did good business. We had a terrific relationship with Mushroom Records and Mushroom Music Publishing. Once they realised that Paul was capable of selling lots of records, they were an unstoppable force. Paul was generating a lot of money.

At one stage the subject of Paul and money came up with the then head of Mushroom Publishing, Ian James. He said he wasn’t sure how much money Paul generated but quipped, ‘If Paul walked in here now and asked for a million dollars advance I’d write him a cheque.’

When Paul and I stopped working together there was no explosive breakup. We both moved on. But we had little contact afterwards. Nothing personal. We lived in different cities by then and both lived frenetic lifestyles. I stumbled into one of his gigs at Sydney’s State Theatre in 1996 or thereabouts and hung in the background at a gold record presentation gathering held upstairs afterwards.

I’d first thought of a book about Paul after I finished my biography of Michael Gudinski of Mushroom Records, as Paul was a significant part of that story.

Paul had of course already written his own ‘mongrel memoir’, How to Make Gravy, which was published in 2010. It was a big, sprawling book that clocked in at almost six hundred pages. It told you a lot about Paul – and omitted equal amounts, much of which is in these pages.

So from 2015 I regularly sent emails to Paul’s manager, Bill Cullen, saying I was keen to write a book about Paul, as there was so much that wasn’t in his book, and that I thought I was well qualified to write it. Each time Bill said he’d talk to Paul about it. And nothing happened. Then six months later I’d send another email. And so on.

Some time passed and I phoned Bill to see if there was any progress. He said that yes there was, that he’d spoken to Paul about the idea.

‘And what happened?’ I asked.

‘He rolled his eyes,’ Bill said.

I actually considered this a good sign and suggested to Bill that an eye roll was not in fact a ‘no’.

He laughed.

A few days later Bill contacted me again and said that maybe I should write a one-page outline of what I proposed and he’d send that to Paul. He explained that part of Paul’s reticence was the idea of a former manager writing a book about him. I pointed out that I’d been a journalist for many years before becoming Paul’s manager and that I had no axe to grind with him.

A few days later Paul sent a note to Bill saying, ‘This actually sounds pretty interesting, let’s talk.’

Paul and Bill talked and then Bill called saying, ‘I don’t believe we’re having this conversation – but Paul said to go ahead, with his blessing, and that he’ll sit for interviews later in the process.’

This was much more than I expected. I’d decided that if Paul was vehemently opposed to a book I wouldn’t write it. I’d hoped that he’d let me do it without telling people he’d prefer if they didn’t talk to me. To have his actual involvement was an unexpected bonus.

So away I went. My intention was not to duplicate what Paul had written in his own book. What’s the point in that? My plan with this book has been to give voice to all the creative individuals who have been part of Paul’s musical world, been there for the demos, recordings and live performances. The people who know what it’s like to be around Paul.

To that end, I set about tracking down all the musicians who had been in bands with Paul since the very early days. Some sadly are no longer with us but within these pages you’ll find all the other key musicians. You’ll also hear the voices of collaborators, such as Archie Roach, Kev Carmody, James Ledger, Kasey Chambers, Renée Geyer and others. I’ve also spoken to family, friends, business associates and partners.

There were a handful of people who didn’t wish to be interviewed for this book, chiefly Paul’s first wife, Hilary Brown, later partner Sian Prior, and three children, Declan, Memphis and Madeleine. Bill Cullen makes a policy of not commenting on his clients. I, of course, respect their decisions.

More than two decades since I’d last spoken to Paul, we met for a short twenty-minute radio interview when he was promoting the latest version of the Songs from the South compilation, and a book of his favourite poetry.

I had the lines from ‘To Her Door’ running through my head as I waited for him. Would this reconnection be awkward? Uncomfortable? How would we appear to each other? Would it be an easy conversation or one punctuated by silences and unease?

Needless to say it went well. It felt like old times for me and I wouldn’t have been surprised if Paul had asked me what time sound check was that day. Since then we’ve done a number of interview sessions – backstage at the Domain in Sydney before the 2019 How to Make Gravy concert, and then a little later in January 2020 we had a long lunch together in Tamworth after Paul and his band had played with Cold Chisel the night before. We then drove to where he was staying and spent a few hours with Kev Carmody, his wife, Beryl, and Paul’s partner, Siân Darling.

Over lunch that day I was reminded that I was in the presence of that Paul Kelly as waiters and hotel staff fawned over him after we’d been directed to a quiet table at the back of the dining area. A seemingly endless stream of staff found reason to stroll by and enquire if everything was to Paul’s satisfaction.

In Sydney before two performances of Thirteen Ways to Look at Birds we talked again in a far-ranging conversation that took in the impact of Catholicism on his songwriting and his memories of childhood right through to him being one of the founders of The Kick, a group of Australian Rules football lovers who train twice a week and are, as at least one person has suggested, Paul’s closest group of friends.

We’d planned another session in Melbourne and then coronavirus entered our lives, so instead we Skyped for two hours and continued to exchange emails and texts.

Over the years I’ve seen dozens – possibly hundreds – of Paul’s shows. During the course of working on this book I’ve seen him on the steps of the Sydney Opera House, in the Domain, at a midnight band show in Brisbane during the BIGSOUND Music Conference. In Tamworth I saw him playing before Cold Chisel, singing Hank Williams songs with Lucky Oceans, and onstage with Kasey Chambers at a celebration concert for Joy McKean’s ninetieth birthday.

I’ve immersed myself in all things Paul Kelly. Listened to every record, bootleg concert performances and cassettes, devoured an eight CD collection of rarities compiled by members of an online group known as Other People’s Houses. I’ve re-listened to albums I’d initially not spent too much time with and realised depths and qualities that had not previously been apparent.

Ultimately I’ve tried to present a book about Paul through both my experiences and those who have come into his orbit. I’ve encouraged everyone to speak openly and honestly. This is not an officially authorised book where the subject is allowed to veto the content. It’s the book I’d expect Paul to want – people talking honestly and candidly about the times when their world intersected with his.

It is indeed stories of him. And with many stories from him.

Stuart Coupe

Petersham, February 2020




CHAPTER 1

MITTAGONG 1985


‘I just wanted you to know that we’re leaving now …’

Audience member, Mittagong RSL



THE DRIVE FROM SYDNEY DOWN THE HUME TO MITTAGONG isn’t a particularly long one. Maybe an hour and a half if the traffic’s good. But it can seem like an eternity if you’re a comparatively unknown band heading down to ply your trade in one of the pubs, bars, halls and clubs where live music is played. Back in the eighties, the venues didn’t really care who was playing. And often the audiences didn’t either.

Squashed into a hired van with their stage gear are Michael Barclay, Michael Armiger, Peter ‘Pedro’ Bull, Steve Connolly and Paul Kelly. They are known as Paul Kelly and The Coloured Girls.

It’s December 1985. A Wednesday night. The first night of a run of shows. Another drive up and down the Hume Highway playing to audiences that for the most part have little idea who the band is. It’s getting towards the end of another year. Rock’n’roll stardom still seems like a distant dream.

But there is some small optimism that things might be about to change. The musicians are starting to talk about a new album they’ll record the following year. Paul is saying he’s thinking about it being a double album as he has a lot of songs he’d like to record.

But that seems like a long way away as the kilometres fly by. At this time they’re just one of dozens and dozens of Australian bands waiting for that seemingly elusive break.

Paul has already made two albums in Melbourne – Talk and Manila – with a different band, The Dots. The albums didn’t make much impression on the charts and the larger public despite a song on the first album, ‘Billy Baxter’, garnering some radio exposure. And although loved by music critics, the recent semi-acoustic album he made, Post, hasn’t had a lot of attention from the general public.

So Paul and The Coloured Girls are playing gigs where they can find them. Tonight’s mid-week show is at Mittagong RSL. After the show the band will sleep, two to a room, in a cheap nearby roadside motel before waking early to continue on down the Hume to Melbourne, where Paul still has some currency.

The Mittagong RSL is a big, brightly lit building full of poker machines, restaurants and a cavernous room where the bands perform. If it’s packed – as it usually is on Friday and Saturday nights when big bands come to play – it’s a pumping, heaving, beer-soaked, seething mass of people. When it’s not, the bands performing have plenty of time to take in exactly how large it is.

The band arrive at 4 pm, just in time to grab a hamburger and chips before they wander into the club to set up their gear and do a sound check.

Things aren’t going well already. The guy supplying the PA for the night has had some issues that he doesn’t bother to explain but the gist of the message he’s left for them at the club is that he can’t make it tonight.

The supposed good news is that he’s located someone who can drive down from Sydney with a PA but that person’s going to be late.

Eventually the truck and PA arrive. It’s a long way short of the equipment even The Coloured Girls are used to playing with. Clearly it was the last PA left in the storeroom. And the guy who’s driven it down has only the barest idea of how to assemble it – and even less of an idea about operating it properly. Sound check is late, rushed and frustratingly chaotic as the sound guy takes what seems like forever to put the PA together.

The band’s mood is best described as downcast with a touch of grumpy. They eat in the RSL bistro before heading back to the room where they’re playing. The PA is still not properly assembled.

That it’s a dud night is evident the moment they walk into the auditorium.

The number of people in the room doesn’t top fifty – and that includes the band, the bar staff, the DJ, the PA operator, and the girl on the door who has taken eight dollars from each of the paying audience, which includes a group of five women, and assorted stragglers. There is no queue forming at the door. In fact no one is approaching the door at all. The venue could hold eight hundred people and still not be at full capacity.

Paul and the band drink a few beers from their backstage rider – a case of Victoria Bitter cans reluctantly supplied by the RSL club manager.

They take to the stage and start playing. The PA splutters, yelps and buzzes intermittently as they perform. The audience – such as it is – hang at the back of the room. None of them know the songs. There is constant feedback from the PA.

The Coloured Girls continue playing and then, midway through ‘Incident on South Dowling’, a woman breaks away from the group she’s been standing with for the first twenty minutes of the show. She walks slowly and deliberately towards the stage, eventually standing in front of guitarist Steve Connolly.

The band breathe a minor sigh of relief. At least one person seems to like what they’re doing.

She beckons Connolly to come closer and he walks over and bends down so he can hear what the woman has to say. The rest of the band watch on bemusedly as Connolly stands back up and continues the song.

The woman walks slowly back to her friends and, without looking again at the stage, they walk out the door, reducing the audience by five.

The Coloured Girls finish the first of their two sets and, as they walk to the dressing room, everyone looks at Connolly wanting to know what the woman said. The guitarist is not in a good mood. None of them are. So what did she say?

‘I just wanted you to know that we’re leaving now and I wanted you to also know that you are the worst band I’ve ever heard or seen.’




CHAPTER 2

GROWIN’ UP


‘Kensington Road runs straight for a while before turning/
We lived on the bend, it was there I was raised and fed.’

Paul Kelly



ON 13 JANUARY 1955, PAUL MAURICE KELLY WAS BORN, THE sixth of nine children, in Adelaide, Australia. His older sister Sheila remembers the time well, ‘He was just absolutely gorgeous. He had the Italian look. Even as a baby he had the black curly hair and the big chocolatey eyes. Mum would put him out in the bassinet in the backyard to have a snooze. She knew she could leave him there for hours because I would pull up a chair and sit and gaze at him, adoringly. I couldn’t take my eyes off him.’

The Kellys were a large, loving and educated Irish Catholic family. ‘We had a very Catholic upbringing,’ Paul says. ‘Mum and Dad were devout but not narrow-minded. Their Catholicism was based on Jesus and the New Testament and on the idea of “do unto others as you would have done unto you”. There wasn’t a big emphasis on hell and the devil and eternal damnation. It was about doing the right thing and the idea that if you’ve been lucky enough to have certain advantages in life, that you need to give back.

‘My mother would pray to Mary and the saints. If you lost something or couldn’t find something you’d pray to Saint Anthony, the patron saint of finding things. Every time we would go on a long trip in the school holidays we would say a little prayer to Saint Christopher, the patron saint of travellers. He’s the guy who carried Jesus across the river. And there was Saint Jude for good luck in exams.

‘Culturally I am a Catholic. I’m well versed in the bible. The Christian idea – that you should treat every person with respect, and you don’t judge people – is still part of what I aspire to.’

Paul’s father, John, was a lawyer who joined his own father’s law practice in 1937. Paul’s mother, Josephine, was the daughter of an Italian opera singer, Count Ercole Filippini. Ercole had been a leading baritone for the La Scala Opera Company in Milan and met his wife, Anne McPharland, in Australia in 1916, not long after he arrived in the country. Anne became Australia’s first female symphony orchestra conductor and Ercole and Anne formed the Italo–Australian Grand Opera Company, which toured the country in the 1920s.

It’s not surprising then that their daughter Josephine, and her children, studied music and the family home was always abuzz with activity and noise. Music was a constant backdrop for the Kelly children. All of them started with piano lessons. Sheila, Anne and Mary Jo were all multi-instrumentalists at various times, ranging across guitar, clarinet, piano, violin, mandolin, harp, flute and organ between them. Paul and Tony both went on to learn the trumpet. Anne taught music for several years. She also wrote a number of widely sung hymns which, as Paul points out, makes her the first songwriter in the family. Mary Jo is the only other sibling to make a career out of music, both as a singer and keyboardist specialising in Latin music for many years as well as teaching full time, running music programs, composition classes and ensembles in schools. Several of the others play guitar and sing in choirs and all are happy to sing a song from time to time at family gatherings.

All of Josephine and John Kelly’s children are intelligent, high-achieving individuals with a robust social consciousness. (Their third child, Josephine, died at nine months, but all the Kelly kids consider her when counting how many children are in the family.) This is a family strong on humanitarian ideas, work ethic and practical engagement with the world. It is a family with a ‘practise what you preach’ mentality. It is also a family with a bloodline running thick with creativity, idealism, and romantic reverence for the poetic, musical world of the artist.

‘Mum and Dad accepted us no matter what we did,’ Sheila says. ‘They were firm and we had to obey the rules and we got punished if we didn’t, but they were very fair and very loving and accepted whatever choices we made. There was no pushing. They let us make our own choices and do our own thing.’

Mary Jo Kelly, the sibling closest to Paul in age, echoes these sentiments about her parents and says that they were a very close-knit family.

‘Mum never told us what to do. Never. She’d back us up but she also told us you also had to clean up your own mess. If you got into trouble you had to deal with it. We were always encouraged as people.’

In 1968, when Paul was thirteen, his father, John, died from Parkinson’s disease, aged only fifty-two.

‘I remember being packed off to school the day Dad died,’ Paul says. ‘You just got on with it. No point hanging around the house. Of course the school was informed. In the first class the teacher made an announcement, “Paul’s father died today.” I don’t remember a thing about that day except the house filling up with people and Dad’s body in a coffin in the study. The death of a father plays out more over time.

‘There were eight of us so we had each other. I think that made a difference. It wasn’t like I was alone with this enormous event. And also I think you’re very resilient when you’re young.

‘Sheila tells the story of her friend Denny picking me up from school the day that he died. I was a very quiet child and famous for not talking much, but apparently she said that I didn’t stop talking all the way home. I have no memory of that.

‘I also know that a couple of us went to some relatives on Kangaroo Island pretty soon afterwards. I have no memory of that either.

‘You never lose your grief for a parent or sibling, or a child or close friend. It is always there but it stays down, coming up from time to time.

‘When my first child – Declan – was born I had a strong wave of grief that my father didn’t get to see his grandchild. I realised that Dad never saw any of his children have children and I felt a real loss on his behalf over that.

‘And then when Declan had children, the same thing happened again. I thought, I’m a grandfather now, and my Dad never had this.’

Paul’s mother, Josephine, focused on raising her eight children and, after John’s death, probably for her own satisfaction as much as to keep the family purse full, she began work as a school librarian.

‘When Dad died,’ Paul says, ‘some of the oldest children had moved out of home but we still had a full house. [My brother] Tony was only seven. Mum didn’t have any help. She had all these children breaking out which she had to handle on her own.’

By all accounts an intelligent and generous woman, Josephine’s devout Catholicism with a twist of paganism shaped her world view and that of her children. She was an active volunteer who would give up her time to help anyone in need. A free-thinking person with humanitarian principles, she encouraged her children to make their own paths, take responsibility for their lives, show compassion and care, and test moribund social conventions.

Mary Jo remembers this time and that her older brother Martin ‘took on a father figure role for me. He was forging ahead in the counter-culture movement – the Moratorium, hunger strikes and of course I went along in his wake. And so did Paul to a certain extent.’

‘It was a pretty radical family,’ Paul says. ‘When I was about fifteen or sixteen I stopped believing the stuff about God and Heaven and angels and I stopped going to Church. Martin and John were involved in hunger strikes protesting against the Vietnam War, and I was campaigning with a friend to abolish prefects and school captains at Rostrevor College. My sister Sheila was having an affair with someone much older than her, a doctor. We’re all wearing our hair long and listening to Pink Floyd and the Moody Blues. There’s strange smells … you know, funny cigarette smells, coming from the older boys’ room. We were all kinds of hippies and radicals.’

Mary Jo recalls, ‘Mum was very interested in everything we were going through. She listened to all the political discussions we would have and in particular about the Vietnam War and the counter-culture. She was open to things like transcendental meditation and for a while she was even going to smoke pot with us but she pulled out at the last minute.

‘She was very open-minded and it’s only with hindsight you realise how hard it would have been for her – she was a widow from the age of forty-five.’

Not everyone in Adelaide viewed the family freedom favourably. ‘There was a little bit of ire and tut-tutting in conservative circles about us,’ Paul says. ‘The Kelly children are running a bit wild.’

‘Mum got a lot of flak from the conservative side of Adelaide who didn’t mind letting her know what they thought of her letting her children run amok and live in hippie communes,’ Mary Jo recalls. ‘There was a lot of stuff floating around about what the Kelly gang were doing and the line that we were a bad influence on other people’s children.’

Paul was still at school at the time and was both sport and academically inclined. He played in the first XI cricket team, in the school’s first 18 Australian Rules football team, and was also dux of his year. A quiet child, Paul was nonetheless highly competitive in all his undertakings.

‘He was the shyest member of the family,’ Sheila remembers. ‘Whereas the rest of us were a bit show-offy and would perform, sing or dance or play the piano for anyone who would come around – Paul would always sit quietly in the background and just watch. He wouldn’t do anything publicly. He was always watching, watching, watching. I still remember it. He was probably just taking it all in.’

* * *

Paul finished school at the end of 1971 and went travelling straight away with friends. They hitchhiked up to Darwin and worked at the Stokes Hill power station, then went to Queensland where they worked as fettlers, ‘basically on a railway gang,’ says Paul. ‘This was my gap year before they even called it a gap year.’

In 1973 Paul started at Flinders University and enrolled in drama, philosophy and history. ‘I remember our first philosophy classes seemed to be taken up with questioning all forms of authority and teaching … I was a bit old-fashioned and I just wanted to learn philosophy and not have these debates … I left university after a term and a half. But the friendships I formed there were crucial.’

He continued travelling, working odd jobs, and writing Arthur Rimbaud– and Charles Baudelaire–inspired poetry and prose. Initially Paul wanted to be a writer. But influenced by the friends he met at Flinders University, he began learning to play the acoustic guitar and sing. He felt like he had come to the party very late but that only made him more determined.

‘I had met this gang of guys who played guitar. They were singing Gram Parsons, Commander Cody, The Allman Brothers and lots of Neil Young. So I started hanging out with a country rock gang and through them I began learning guitar. I wasn’t doing my own songs yet. I was learning folk songs, Neil Young and Gram Parsons songs. The two Gram Parsons records – Grievous Angel and GP – really stuck with me.’

Among that group of musicians was drummer Tom Stehlik, whom Paul had met in February when the two were on a bus going to a university freshers’ camp at Macclesfield outside of Adelaide.

Soon after, Paul, Stehlik and others would travel to the Aquarius music festival in Nimbin. ‘At the time Paul was just a fun-loving hippie guy who used to hang around in football shorts and thongs,’ Stehlik says. ‘I was already in a band with my brother Ian. We’d all sit around and play Neil Young songs and Paul would be with us playing a pair of bongos. He hadn’t picked up a guitar yet.

‘After Nimbin we started a band where a group of us would drink wine and play songs on acoustic guitars. One of those events happened underneath the statue of Colonel Light, that’s the reference in the song “Adelaide”.

‘Paul christened the band Good Enough For The Bush. Because of this he’d picked up the guitar and we showed him a few chords.’

Mary Jo has memories of Paul learning to play guitar around the house. ‘He was learning something new – he’d always been pretty good at writing poems, but he was less confident about singing and playing an instrument because he didn’t do that much formal training.’

‘One day Paul asked me if I’d teach him a few guitar chords,’ Sheila says. ‘I remember sitting on his bunk bed in the boys’ room and I taught him the first four chords of the Peter, Paul and Mary song “I’m in Love with A Big Blue Frog”. He still says they’re the four chords he uses all the time. He uses a few others too.

‘When he first started playing,’ Sheila says, ‘I’d be laughing – “It’s good Paul, you can sing, you’ve got a good voice – but you look like a constipated duck.” He didn’t know how to present himself and just waddled across the stage.’

‘At that time there were a few folk clubs in Adelaide,’ Paul says. ‘I remember one called the Catacombs. A guy called Dave Clark used to sing there. I watched Dave Clark a lot. He was a towering figure at the time. He played “Streets of Forbes”, the song about the bushranger Ben Hall. I learnt his version of it. That was one of the first songs I ever started playing.’

In 1974, almost a year after first picking up the guitar, Paul made his first public appearance at a tiny folk club at Salamanca Place in Hobart. Mary Jo says he went to Tasmania for anonymity so he could get up at folk clubs with no family or friends around. He performed two songs – ‘Streets of Forbes’ and a cover of a Bob Dylan song, ‘Girl from the North Country’.

‘After I sang I got very drunk,’ Paul says. ‘I had just met John Kingsmill who was from Adelaide but living in Hobart then. He took me home and put me to bed.

‘When I left Hobart I travelled up the west coast of Tasmania to Savage River to work on the iron ore mines. I did that for a month or two and then ended up back in Adelaide towards the end of 1974.’




CHAPTER 3

LEARNING THE SKILLS


‘I can still see him there, with his brooding dark and
handsome, young Dylan looks, strumming his guitar
and belting it out.’

Larry Buttrose



PAUL SPENT MOST OF 1975 BACK IN ADELAIDE. HE AND John Kingsmill both ‘got cleaning jobs working outside at the Festival Centre. It was a great job. Four hours a day – 8 am till midday.’ They started a magazine called Another One For Mary.

‘John and I were the main writers,’ Paul says. ‘We had fake names because we couldn’t be seen to be writing everything. I used the names Achelli Paolo and Kiley Pale. We tried to get other people to write for it but we had a magazine to get out and often it was just the two of us.’

Paul was reading a lot at the time. ‘I was reading Hermann Hesse, Jack Kerouac, Baudelaire and Arthur Rimbaud. I was very influenced by a book of prose called Paris Spleen by Baudelaire. I probably got on to them via the Dylan biography by [Anthony] Scaduto but also via my friend Christopher Barnett because he knew all about Rimbaud and Baudelaire. For him, Rimbaud was the man. I gravitated to Paris Spleen, which was short pieces, poetic prose, and that was the kind of thing I was trying to write for Another One For Mary.’

Adelaide poet Christopher Barnett was one of Paul’s closest friends in Adelaide in the early seventies, describing their relationship as ‘brotherly’.

In These Heathen Dreams, Anne Tsoulis’s documentary about Barnett, Paul says that Barnett was ‘Neal Cassady and I was poor old stumbling Jack Kerouac trying to keep up.’

Cassady was the legendary beat generation character who did most of the driving in Kerouac’s On the Road expeditions, usually with a head full of speed, possibly mixed with some LSD.

‘It was very Neal Cassady and Jack Kerouac–like,’ Barnett agrees. ‘Not consciously but we were both writing. Paul had just started singing songs like “Streets of Forbes”.’

The two had been drawn together by a mutual friendship with Julie Thompson who Barnett remembers as ‘very beautiful, extremely bright, and phenomenally intelligent’. Thompson is the ‘Julie’ in Paul’s song ‘Standing on the Street of Early Sorrows’.

Every Friday night, for what Barnett thinks was ‘a year or two’, he and Paul were also part of a weekly event at Carclew House in North Adelaide, where Adelaide musicians, poets and writers would gather to perform their work.

Larry Buttrose, a bright light in the Adelaide poetry world, was one of the organisers of the weekly gatherings at Carclew House. ‘It was the usual thing, thirty or so university students and the like huddled together as we read angry, hopefully funny or erotic poems. We had a musical act as well – the same each week. It was the very young Paul Kelly, and each week he’d sing Lennon’s “Working Class Hero” with much brio. He may have sung other songs but I can still see him there, with his brooding dark and handsome, young Dylan looks, strumming his guitar and belting it out.’

Barnett and Paul would also frequently go on the road – hitchhiking at various times to Sydney. On one of those visits Barnett introduced Paul to singer Jeannie Lewis – he thought it would do Paul good to spend time with her.

‘She had this real sense of the world and was so extremely talented,’ Barnett says. ‘There was no one else like her at the time in terms of voice range and jumping genres.’

‘I remember swimming in the ocean with Jeannie at Maroubra where she lived,’ Paul says. ‘The first time I heard reggae music was at a party at her place. “Israelites” by Desmond Dekker blew my head open. And “Stir it Up” by Bob Marley. The music sounded like nothing I’d heard before. It was electrifying!’

While Paul remembers hearing reggae at Lewis’s, she recalls playing him music from Latin America. ‘I still have a cassette of him singing at my place and handwritten lyrics to the songs. Some years later I’d often see The Dots when they came to Sydney; Paul was the spunky curly-haired bloke up the front of the band.’

Towards the end of 1975, Paul headed to Perth. ‘I had my twenty-first birthday over there. There was a folk club called The Stables. I have strong memories of being heavily struck by bands in Perth, and I made friendships I’ve still got today. I remember being mesmerised by Billy Rogers, the singer with the band Last Chance Café. I used to go and see them a lot and thought they were great. They were a rockin’ R & B and rockabilly band doing mainly Eddie Cochran covers and things like that. Billy Rogers would slide across the stage on his knees.

‘Perth had a great little scene. There was something about Perth at this time. The bands would find a genre of music and go deep into it. There was the Zar Brothers and The Beagle Boys who played real Chicago blues.

‘Jim Fisher’s Outlaws, a bluegrass band, played at Mundaring Weir, just outside of Perth. I’d heard bluegrass and old-time music in the folk clubs in Adelaide, but hearing Jim Fisher and the Outlaws was really significant. This was proper bluegrass. They were very serious about the banjo and the fiddle with no drums. And Jim had a beautiful high voice. I used to see them a lot and I loved them – so it was a thrill to get Jim Fisher in the band playing mandolin for the Foggy Highway tour decades later.

‘I left Perth with Last Chance Café, who were heading to Kalgoorlie to do a residency. I got a lift with them and hung around Kalgoorlie for a while before I hitchhiked back to Adelaide.’

* * *

Adelaide in the mid-1970s was an emerging creative hub that nurtured a flamboyant and experimental world. A small scene most certainly, but one that briefly burnt bright. Don Dunstan was the premier and the arts were valued. Arguably at that time, Adelaide had the biggest gay scene in Australia. It had the South Australian Film Corporation, the State Theatre Company South Australia, and Flinders University, which was radical and left-leaning. Pubs like the Buckingham Arms attracted students, artists, the transgender community and all sorts of colourful characters. Everyone mingled – everyone was accepted. Writer Nick Lainas, the godfather to Paul’s daughter Madeleine, first met Paul around this time in Adelaide in 1976, encountering what he describes as, ‘a callow youth without much worldly experience at all.

‘The first time I saw him, he was in a backyard with an acoustic guitar on his lap, and with this shock of incredible curly black hair.’

Initially Lainas and Paul didn’t have a lot to do with each other so when Lainas was preparing for a trip back to Greece, he was surprised when Paul arrived with a gift for him – a copy of Gail Holst’s book on Greek music, Road to Rembetika.

Lainas spent the second half of 1976 in Greece, sending back travel writing and poetry for John Kingsmill and Paul to publish in Another One For Mary.

When Lainas returned, Paul was living in Buxton Street, North Adelaide, and the friendship developed.

‘It was a notorious building at the time, a building full of junkies,’ Lainas says.

‘Paul was breaking free from all those conservative years of his Catholic upbringing. He was reading Henry Miller and writers like that. He wanted to disorganise his senses and extend his range of experiences, especially sexual ones.

‘He had a level of determination even in those days. Paul was going to crash through. He wouldn’t have lasted if he didn’t have that – that iron will and focused vision. Music and songwriting became his total vision. Everything was about his ambition.’

For Paul the Buxton Street house was where he had the game changer – the realisation that he could write songs. He wrote one. Then another. And another.

‘There was a piano there and I wrote a song called “We Don’t Get On”. It has never been recorded. At that moment I remember the feeling and the realisation of, Oh, I can do this – if I can write one song I can write another. I stopped writing the prose poetry and other stuff and it just became songs. Around this period I also wrote “The Going Down”, this time on guitar.

‘Once I began writing songs when I was twenty-one that became all I wanted to do. I didn’t want to do anything else. I always had part-time jobs – cleaning jobs, and dishwashing jobs – and the dole. But all I really wanted to do was make money off writing songs. I didn’t have an alternative. There was no thinking about something that I could fall back on – something like teaching or cleaning.’

It was 1976 and it occurred to Paul that it was time to start a band – and one of the people he was going to start a band with was Adelaide musician and writer Philip White.

‘Paul came to my joint,’ White recalls. ‘It was in the middle of summer and he said, “Hey Phil, I want to start a band.” We sort of talked about it. I didn’t know him very well at that point. I’d been introduced to him by John Kingsmill.

‘When we met I had been in a few bands that had had a modicum of success. I was a hillbilly preacher’s kid, a full-on bible-bashing jerk. It was all bibles and shotguns for me. I must have seemed very exotic to Paul. I was pretty upfront. And Paul was a folk singer who hadn’t really done very much. Both he and John thought they were Jack Kerouac. But I knew they weren’t.’

Up until then, Paul had been drifting around Adelaide playing solo as a Bob Dylan–inspired folkie at Ginger’s coffee shop on Melbourne Street and other similar places around the city but this was his first foray into a rock’n’roll band.

Paul’s sister Mary Jo was working as a jillaroo on a cattle station thousands of kilometres away up in the Kimberleys when she received a letter from Paul saying, ‘Come back to Adelaide, I’m starting a band.’

That band was The Debutantes. They rehearsed in a big old stable in a backyard at the top of O’Connell Street. They did more rehearsing than actual playing and there was a constant if not chaotic stream of musicians – some unknown to White and Paul until they turned up to the rehearsal.

The idea was that the band would play both Paul’s and White’s songs. But at every rehearsal Paul would show up with four or five new songs and it ended up being more Paul’s songs than White’s. White says he helped Paul work out the new songs, which were often ‘three chords and a scribbled bit of paper with some words on it’.

Paul’s sister Mary Jo played violin and flute and sang. She also played some keyboards. She remembers Tom and Ian Stehlik were part of it and James Black, who also played piano. Black, an accomplished musician, went on to play with Mondo Rock, Joe Camilleri and many others as well as being part of the RocKwiz television show band.

As Stehlik recalls it, Paul wanted to call the band The Debutantes but others in the band were against that. ‘We were all seasoned musicians, not debutantes, so we wanted to call it The Paul Kelly Band, it was known as that as well. There were certainly elements of the Rolling Thunder Revue in it.

‘We had a few extras come in. We might have added John Highland from the Lone Rangers on pedal steel at one point, and Jo Moore was around and might have sung with us. She definitely sang with Paul on a music show on ABC television in Adelaide. I remember Paul looking so nervous and uncomfortable. She sang on his first album, Talk, but was sadly later killed in a car accident.

‘Paul had a lot of songs. After he came back from Tasmania he’d fallen in love with Rosie Jones and all these songs started pouring out of him. “Cherry” – which is on his first album – and there was the song “Derailment” that at our very last gig Paul announced as being a song about premature ejaculation. It was very influenced by the Dylan song “Hurricane”.

‘The way I remember it was that we played pretty much all Paul’s songs and about half of them appeared on his Talk album. We recorded a few songs at the Kelly family home – the Brigalow Bungalow – as we used to rehearse there. James Black offered to record the band with a Revox reel-to-reel tape recorder he had. We recorded about four songs, but James had also brought along a bag of hash cookies so things degenerated fairly quickly.’

‘James Black recorded songs in the study at our home,’ Mary Jo says, ‘four or five songs, including “Derailment”, which I loved because I got to do this funny violin solo trying to sound like a train. Paul discovered Jo Moore, who had the most incredible voice – and she started singing.’

Mary Jo says all the songs in The Debutantes were Paul’s. ‘That was when I realised, Gee, he writes good songs.’

The Debutantes played gigs at pubs like The British and The Wellington. Usually it was a shambolic mess that would occasionally become something bordering on the coherent.

‘We tried to make the band work,’ White says. ‘Paul thought he was Bob Dylan in the Rolling Thunder Revue, and would be dressed up like him right down to wearing a scarf like Dylan did. I used to stand next to him with a white Gibson guitar wearing a white boilersuit like Pete Townshend. I soon realised he didn’t want my Pete Townshend presence beside him but I thought it was better than leaving him to lead twelve musicians.’

The Debutantes played all original songs, something that was challenging and ambitious for a new band with so many members.

‘There’d be a brass section coming and going,’ White says. ‘There was pedal steel. It was crazy. Nuts. Ian Stehlik came and went playing second lead. His brother Tom was the drummer. And then there were people like Madeline Blackwell and others coming and going as the singing girls. We’d be halfway through a song and Paul would look at a girl in the audience and say, “See that one, she’s going to join the band,” and the next week she’d be in the vocal section.

‘It was a fricking nightmare and I had the job of trying to arrange the music – but I think we made a joyful noise. Our big anthem was a song called “Derailment”. I helped Paul work it out. We’d stretch it out for ten or fifteen minutes and everyone would be dancing. It was a good knock-off song. There were, however, a lot of other songs we did that were just forgettable.’

But, let’s face it, they were supposed to be ‘Debutantes’ after all. Although White and the others were much more experienced and able musicians, Paul was only twenty-one years old and, although he had learnt piano and trumpet as a child, he hadn’t taken up the guitar until he was eighteen. There was much to learn.

Coupled with that, White feels that part of the erratic nature of The Debutantes was due to Paul’s use of heroin, which White considered to be pretty serious when he lived in Adelaide.

Whether Paul’s dabbling with heroin was serious or just outwardly so, White says that pretty early on he became alive to Paul’s gritty determination and single focus.

‘He was very easy to misunderstand because of his surly, quiet, almost receding nature but that belied a very heavy little ego and a determination which a lot of people didn’t pick.’

In early 1977, Nick Lainas borrowed his father’s Toyota Crown and he and Paul headed off to Sydney – with differing missions.

For Lainas, the main reason for the journey was to interview playwright Steve Spears for a feature story for Another One For Mary.

For Paul it was a case of – apparently without telling the rest of The Debutantes – exploring the possibility of getting a recording contract with a label. Paul and Lainas went into Festival Records in Pyrmont with a cassette of Paul’s songs.

‘We met with a guy in long white socks and checked shorts who was clearly listening under sufferance to this tape,’ Lainas says. ‘Not surprisingly there was no interest and he told us there was nothing he could do.’

Leaving Sydney the two took the coast road towards Melbourne. At one point Lainas decided to let Paul – then a notoriously bad driver – have a stint at the wheel on a comparatively quiet stretch of road.

‘He almost totalled the car. He was a really careless driver who really thought he was Neal Cassady behind the wheel,’ Lainas says.

Reaching Melbourne, Lainas took Paul to visit some friends of his from Adelaide, musicians from a band called Spare Change who were living in a house in Hoddle Street, East Melbourne. Paul had seen Spare Change when they were living and playing in Adelaide.

He liked what he saw in Melbourne. ‘Nick and I went back to Adelaide,’ he says, ‘but pretty soon I decided to move to Melbourne permanently.’

The Debutantes – a part-time band at best – disintegrated, but the decision to end came out of the blue for White. He picked up the phone one day and Paul was on the line. ‘He said, “You’ve got to come and see my new band,” and I said, “What new band? What’s happening to our band, what’s going on?” And he said, “I’m not playing with those people anymore,” and I said, “Well, there’s fucking twelve of us – have you told them?” And he said, “Can you tell them?” And that was it. He wouldn’t tell the others that it was over.’

After that the two had a tense relationship, and over the ensuing years it has ebbed and flowed.

Paul decided to travel back to Melbourne and move into the Hoddle Street house, first sleeping on a mattress before moving to an enclave under the staircase.

Some time later White paid them all a visit. He didn’t like what he found. ‘Fuck that was a dismal hovel of a house. I asked for a joint and they thought I was so uncool – this prick from Adelaide asking for marijuana when a bunch of them had needles hanging out of their arms.’

‘I was pretty keen to leave Adelaide,’ Paul says. ‘But it was more like leaving the place I grew up in and wanting to see the world.’




CHAPTER 4

MELBOURNE CALLING


‘The Bleeding Hearts were like young gods to me.
They didn’t play music like I played.’

Paul Kelly



IT WAS 1977 AND PAUL NOW FOUND HIMSELF IN THE LARGE, rambling share house in Hoddle Street. Living in this house were the members of Spare Change – singer John Dowler, keyboardist Tony Murray, guitarists Bob Kretschmer and Chris Langman, and drummer Graeme Perry.

Like Paul, Spare Change had recently fled Adelaide. Not all the participants of the possibly mythologised Adelaide creative scene in the early to mid-1970s considered it exciting and invigorating.

Spare Change was a group of intelligent, articulate, socially and creatively aware individuals, well-read and interested in the underground film world. Greg Perano, who was part of their road crew, says, ‘They would dress up, glam-rock like, almost pre-war Berlin. They were very stylish and would wear a bit of eye makeup. All the guys had pretty eclectic tastes. They were like English dandies influenced by the Velvet Underground, Gram Parsons, and Big Star. They were big David Bowie and early Roxy Music fans.’

After less than a dozen gigs, Spare Change couldn’t see a future in Adelaide, and they had management who reckoned they could really make things happen if they relocated to the then Australian rock’n’roll epicentre – Melbourne. The Spare Change members thought about that for a few seconds and started packing.

In Melbourne, Spare Change soon found themselves accepted into the ultra-cool Carlton music scene with John Dowler finding the scene’s principal figures to be anything other than snooty and elitist. Self-aware? Sure. Self-important? Frequently. But still prepared to see what outsiders had to offer. To see if they could cut it.

‘We found them very friendly,’ Dowler says. ‘Within a week or two of being there people were coming around to visit. They seemed incredibly impressed that we were well dressed. We wore suits and stylish clothing. The Carlton scene at the time was fairly down market except for maybe The Millionaires who used to wear makeup and costumes – but certainly groups like The Bleeding Hearts and others were determined to wear jeans and streetwear.’

So right from the start Spare Change stood out with their stage wear and deliberate leanings towards the world of the dandy.

‘We were inspired by Roxy Music,’ Dowler says. ‘It was just about being different. We also wore makeup. It was meant to provoke people as well – which it did.’

The Hoddle Street house the members of Spare Change were living in was a large two-storey building with enough room for each member to have a bedroom and, according to Dowler, ‘a lounge where we gathered every Sunday to watch Countdown on the TV. Just the usual rituals.’

The house also had a floating population of other musicians, roadies, small-time drug dealers, hangers-on and scenesters. Among the many people who turned up and knocked on the door of the Hoddle Street house was Paul, who had hitchhiked across from Adelaide.

‘He just appeared at our
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