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AUTHOR’S NOTE




   




   




   




   




  When writing a biography of this nature, it’s important to both seek the truth, whatever that might be, and to give a good sense of balance; allow readers to see things

  from all sides – or as many as the author may be able to muster – so that they may make up their own minds about the characters and stories depicted. For that reason, I endeavoured to

  make contact with AC/DC and their management when writing this book, to a) let them know what I was doing and, b) to allow them the opportunity to put their side of things and respond however they

  saw fit.




  AC/DC, though, as this book makes clear, do not engage easily – or much at all – with those they perceive to be outsiders. As I was told time and time again, while interviewing

  various managers, record company executives, musicians, producers and friends that have worked with the band at various junctures throughout their 40-year career, as far as the Young brothers who

  run the group’s affairs are concerned, you are either part of the AC/DC clan – privy to the inner sanctum and all that entails – or you basically don’t exist. Having also

  dealt with the band and their entourage, in my guise as music journalist and broadcaster, on numerous other occasions over the years, I already knew this to be true. Therefore it came as no

  surprise when none of my enquiries to their current management, in regards to this book, were met with any response at all. Or as one of the few current insiders told me off the record, ‘You

  won’t even be on their radar’.




  It is for this reason that, in some cases, there is no recorded response to some of the views held by others that were close to them that are now represented in this book. Fortunately, having

  interviewed and met various AC/DC members – including Malcolm Young, Brian Johnson, Angus Young and Bon Scott – on various occasions stretching back from the late-Seventies, up to

  present times, plus the dozens of people close to them that were interviewed specifically for this book, as well as taking careful note of other interviews they have all given to various media

  throughout their career, I feel the band’s own views are as fairly and accurately represented as could possibly be expected. Indeed, the fact that none of the leading present members –

  i.e. the Young brothers – have had any direct involvement in this book meant that I was beholden to no one in my telling of their story. I know from my own bitter experience working with many

  of the biggest names in rock these past 35 years that full cooperation almost always means full compromise. And there are enough of those bloody-good-bloke fan books out there already. Instead,

  what you have here is the closest anyone has ever been to discovering just what the real story of AC/DC actually is, and told without fear of being expelled from the brotherhood.




  I hope both you and they will appreciate the honest, blood-spilling endeavour involved.
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PROLOGUE




  Highway to Heaven




   




   




   




   




  The Queen Elizabeth Hospital, South Australia, February 1974. It is the morning after the night before. When Bon awakes it only takes a

  moment to realise this is not the usual Sunday morning trouble he is in. There’s the hangover, but that’s normal. A bump on the head and a few aches and pains elsewhere are also par for

  the course. Bon’s a drinker and a scrapper. So what, mate?




  But this is different. His eyes can’t focus. His body can’t move. His mouth can’t breathe. He twists in and out of consciousness before finally a face he doesn’t

  recognise hovers over him, telling him the score. ‘You’ve been in an accident,’ the voice says. ‘You’ve been very badly injured.’ This is doctor-speak for

  ‘You fucked up, mate. Looks like you’re a goner.’




  The quack gives it some more lip but Bon has blacked out again. A goner, gone again . . .




  Later . . . the next day, the next moment . . . he overhears Irene talking it through with Vince, crying . . . broken leg, broken arm, broken nose, broken teeth, broken jaw . . . broken fucking

  everything by the sound of it, why didn’t she just come out and say it? Broken dreams, that was the real cause of the pain. Twenty-eight years old, married, just about, but going nowhere,

  already been everywhere, what it felt like. He’d had his chance. He knew it, everyone knew it. Nobody was supposed to talk about it but you could see it in their eyes, the way they tried not

  to look at you but couldn’t help it.




  What was left? Pop star, been there done it. Rock star, been there couldn’t quite manage it. Jail, ha, ha, ha. Women? There were always women. You didn’t have to

  be the jolly fucking swagman to find a woman. Money . . . ah, what was the fucking use? Everything you’d ever nearly had they’d taken away. Wouldn’t even let you give it to them,

  they just wanted to take it all then watch you wonder why.




  Then Irene over the bed . . . ‘Don’t die, Bon, don’t die . . .’




  Then Vince . . . ‘Come on, mate, you can do it . . .’




  Then the whine of the machine as it flat-lined; God looking down at him, saying, ‘It’s time, Bon . . .’




  Fuck it, so what? I was already dead before they brung me in here, said Bon to himself.




  God shook his head sadly. Bon looked at him square like he was going to give it to him then changed his mind. For the first time he felt . . . scared. No, not scared. That was for poofters. More

  just . . . worried. Seeing his mistake. Feeling sorry for Irene and Vince and his poor mum and dad.




  Bon told God: ‘I don’t care about dying. You know that. I just care about . . . you know.’




  ‘I know,’ said God, infinitely patient yet not willing to stall.




  ‘I’ll tell you what. Give me back five years and I’ll fix things, alright, God?’




  God, who had heard it all before, began to tune out.




  ‘Listen, you old fuck, five years, that’s all I’m asking for. What’s that to you? Fuck all!’




  God paused. God could do what he liked.




  ‘Five years, right, to sort things out, then you can have me back, all right, God?’




  Silence. Deep, forever deep, silence . . .




  ‘Five years, you cunt! To do things properly this time, learn to keep my big mouth shut and look the other way when things get a touch too much. Five years, that’s all, fuck’s

  sake. Then I’m your man. What do you say, mate?’




  



  




   


 


 


 


CHAPTER ONE




  The Clansmen




   




   




   




   




  ‘We are going to be huge, mate. Bloody huge . . .’




  That’s what the Young brothers would tell anyone in Sydney that listened. Nobody did though. Who the hell did they think they were anyway? A couple of arse-hanging-out larrikins from the

  shit end of the stick. Pretty boy Malcolm with his long hooligan hair and Angus, his nutty little skinhead brother; neither of them barely more than five feet tall; aggressive little fuckers stick

  one on you quick as look at you.




  They didn’t even look Australian; didn’t even sound it. Instead they looked and sounded like what they were: jocks from ‘up the road’. Scotland, where the sun never

  shined, and the wind and rain lashed the gritty black smoke right into your poor, squinty eyes.




  Born into the woebegotten schemes of Cranhill, runt of the litter to the Big Four east Glasgow schemes of Easterhouse, Pollok, Castlemilk and Drumchapel – the high-rise estates the

  government replaced the violent black-brick tenements with after the war, the Young brothers were rough-and-tumble snot-noses, playing in the shadow of Cranhill’s water tower with all the

  other waifs and strays. Proddies, paying lip-service to the Union, but part of a larger clan; respecters of no man outside it. Some said it was the lead in the pipes that made the Young brothers so

  short. Others said it was down to sheer bloody-mindedness. They didn’t want to grow up and be part of your world. They were happy where they were, thanks pal, down here close to the

  gutter.




  As fellow Glaswegian and musician Derek Shulman, who as an American record company executive would help drag AC/DC’s career from the doldrums in the early Nineties,

  says now: ‘A clan is exactly what they are. Despite all the success that would come their way, they never stopped looking at the world as us against them. It was all about family, about

  blood. And you were either totally one hundred per cent in that incredibly tight circle, or you were completely out.’




  Accessed from the M8, to the east of Glasgow, visiting Cranhill now, it’s still a bleak place, the skyline dominated by three tower blocks that loom over the rest of the scheme. With a

  population of less than 5,000, it is a place of poverty, mass unemployment and deprivation. It bears no relation to the dreams of its post-war planners, when all its newly built streets were named

  after proud Scots lighthouses like Gantrock and Bellrock. All except for Longstone Road – named after an English lighthouse – which is where local residents agree the Youngs lived 50

  years ago. One resident, Malcolm Robertson, says the house they lived in is still standing as all the houses on the street are the original post-war structures, but no one can agree on which

  specific number.




  A mixture of maisonettes and traditional stone-built council houses, Cranhill is over three miles from the nearest shopping centre so most don’t bother. Front gardens are strewn with

  rubbish and although, in keeping with similar schemes, the area is surrounded by greenery, it only serves to add to the sense of isolation about the place. According to another former resident of

  the Glasgow schemes, Billy Sleath, it’s still an improvement, however, on the world the Youngs grew up in. ‘People go to places like Cranhill now and think it’s a pretty grim

  place. But you should have seen it in the Fifties and Sixties. Smoke from the factories and shipyards, smoke from coal fires and cigarettes, the air was thick and black. And it affected everything.

  The walls were all black; the windows tarred. It was positively satanic.’




  William Young and his wife Margaret already had six children before Malcolm (6 January 1953) and Angus (31 March 1955) were born. William had been a ground mechanic for the RAF during the Second

  World War. After it he’d found work as a spray painter; one of thousands of tiny cogs in the steel and shipping industries until, in his forties, he found himself on the

  dole, one of the many discarded and suddenly unemployable middle-aged men in a city where poverty and joblessness were becoming its defining features.




  Thankfully, by then the first five of William and Margaret’s kids – Steven (1933), Margaret (1936), John (1938), Alex (1939) and William (1941) – were old enough to fend for

  themselves, though they all still lived at Longstone Road. Outside the pub, music and football were the chief distractions. The only sister among the seven brothers, Margaret, 17 at the time

  Malcolm was born, had a record box containing such scratchy illicit confections as Fats Domino, Little Richard and Chuck Berry. The boys could all play a bit too; Stevie knew how to squeeze a tune

  out of a piano accordion; John was a wizard on the guitar. Alex was thought to be the most musically gifted, though, a jack-of-all-trades on guitar and, later, saxophone, clarinet and bass. By the

  time wee Malcolm and even more wee Angus had started at Milncroft primary school – where the school song began, ‘School that is set on a hill, we salute you!’ – Alex

  looked to be on his way as a professional musician, working at US Air Force bases in West Germany, playing with Tony Sheridan, whose 1962 hit ‘My Bonnie’ was huge in Scotland (and who

  later found more lasting fame for once having used The Beatles as his backing group, during their Star Club days in Hamburg).




  Though it wasn’t yet apparent, the real musical talent in the family, however, was George, seven years older than Malcolm, but whose dreams initially focused more on his football skills;

  he was thought at one stage to be good enough maybe for a trial with his beloved Glasgow Rangers. But it wasn’t to be, George’s dreams of soccer stardom finally laid to rest when the

  family emigrated to Australia when he was 16. At which point, inspired by Alex’s example, George also began to learn guitar.




  Born contrary, neither Malcolm nor Angus showed any signs early on of following in their big brothers’ footsteps, most of their earliest memories centring on their shared experiences of

  school playground brawls, habits that would stay with them throughout their adult lives. George was good with his fists too but Malcolm and Angus were killers. ‘Cos of

  their size people would get the wrong idea and take them on,’ recalls former AC/DC tour manager Ian Jeffery. ‘But let me tell you they never lost a fight. Didn’t matter how big

  you were, the brothers were fucking scary. They would go in, do their business, and leave you on the floor.’ Even after they’d moved to Australia, whenever the brothers had ‘a

  blue’ with someone, it was their Cranhill blood that took over. Angus would later laugh and say he wanted to go back and rid it Angusland. ‘I might drive up to the water tower and

  put my flag up’ – emblazoned with the now famous AC/DC lightning bolt logo. ‘It would be just like the Hollywood sign.’ Note the sarcasm masquerading as irony. The fact was

  you had to be tough to get by in Cranhill, and Malcolm and Angus, as Ian Jeffery notes, ‘weren’t just tough – they were fucking tough’.




  Nevertheless, life was hard, relentless. Prospects, such as they were, were limited to the shipyards, the factories and the dole. When Angus got knocked over by a car after school one day, his

  father decided enough was enough and began to talk seriously about taking advantage of the Australian Government’s £10 immigration package, known as the Ten Pound Pom scheme (£10

  per adult; kids for free). It was the winter of 1963, the worst on record, given its own rotten name, the Great Freeze, snow up to the top of the front door, ice causing all the pipes to burst. The

  idea of swapping such heart-stopping drudgery for a life on the beach, as the Youngs thought of Oz, suddenly seemed like a bloody good one. The only one of the family who didn’t fancy it and

  eventually stayed behind was Alex, who, at 23, was on his way to pop stardom, he felt sure. The rest of the Youngs had no idea what lay in store for them when they landed at Sydney Airport, though

  eight-year-old Angus would make an immediate impression on fellow passengers by throwing up all over the baggage-claim area.




  Arriving just as Australia was sliding into its own version of winter, whatever sun-filled visions the Youngs had of their new home before they got there were soon overtaken by

  the reality. It rained for six weeks solid after they arrived, causing them to joke they’d brought the weather with them. Not that anybody was laughing too hard. Obliged

  to spend those first months shacked up with other immigrant families in sparse, barrack-like living conditions at the Villawood Migrant Hostel (now the Villawood Detention Centre), in

  Sydney’s poorer western suburbs, they would awake each morning to find snakes and lizards sharing their warm, dry bedding, or the biggest blackest spiders they’d ever seen making their

  own purpose-built homes among their few belongings. ‘They had us in these tin huts, and it rained, relentlessly,’ said Malcolm. ‘When you got up in the morning, there was two

  inches of water in the hut and black worms swimming through it.’




  William and Margaret began to feel they had made a terrible mistake, as did everyone huddled there waiting for the rain to stop and the new life they’d been promised to begin. One night

  they could take it no more and burst into tears, holding on to the bairns to stop them shaking. What had they done? Why had they allowed themselves to be dragged from one hellhole into another? But

  then the morning came and the clannish spirit began to assert itself again. No good crying over spilt milk. It was too late to go back now, said elder sister Margaret, fierce in her determination

  to hold the family together and force them to make a go of it.




  While the older members of the family wondered what had hit them, George, for one, was already finding his feet. Nearly 18 and impatient to explore his new horizons, he made friends easily in

  the communal dining hall. It was in the basement laundry room, however, that he met the people who were going to help shape his destiny – and eventually that of his younger brothers. Two

  Dutch immigrants named Dingeman Vandersluys and Johannes Vandenberg. Like George, both played guitars – Johannes, the more adept of the two, could already play rudimentary solos, while

  Dingeman, less adept but good at keeping time, thrummed away at the bass strings. For handiness, George, who struggled to pronounce their names, called them Dick and Harry. Noting how everyone

  tripped over their names they soon settled on being known as Dick Diamonde (sic) and Harry Vanda.




  Comfortable with the gang mentality that had dominated his Cranhill upbringing, George began bringing Dick and Harry with him everywhere he went as they began to explore the

  wider environs of Villawood, strolling up to nearby Leightonfield railway station, watching the trains coming and going and imagining themselves going too. When they began bringing their guitars

  out with them they would attract a crowd, especially of girls. One local lad, himself a recent arrival from England, another little tough nut named Stevie Wright, didn’t like the idea of

  these strangely accented new boys getting so much attention and wasn’t slow to show his feelings towards George, accusing him of being the brother of another local hard case he’d

  recently had ‘a tumble’ with. Unmoved, George refrained from headbutting him – his usual rebuke to anybody foolish enough to try it on – and simply laughed. As fiery as his

  younger siblings but with a cooler head on his shoulders, George was already thinking several moves ahead and before long Stevie had begun joining in, singing with him and Dick and Harry.




  They got good at doing rudimentary versions of Beatles songs and other Top 40 stuff. Australia may still have been regarded by the rest of the world as a cultural backwater – literally,

  the ends of the earth – but it had radio and TV like any other civilised country and the cornerstone rock’n’roll artists of the Fifties and early Sixties had had the same impact

  there as in Britain and America. When the hostel began to organise ‘Wogs and Rockers’ nights – in reflection of the multi-ethnic backgrounds of its inhabitants, they cheerfully

  explained – George and his new best mates offered to perform too. Only snag: they needed a drummer. Enter yet another Ten Pound Pom: Gordon ‘Snowy’ Fleet. Already in his

  mid-twenties, Snowy wasn’t hired for his looks but the fact he could actually hold down a beat – and hit the drums really bloody hard.




  When the Young family were finally able to move into a small house of their own – at 4 Burleigh Street, near the police station – in the better-off Sydney suburb of Burwood, Stevie

  Wright moved in with them. ‘Getting lost in amongst the clan of the Youngs,’ he later recalled. ‘I loved it and they shared their love.’




  By then the group had a name – The Easybeats, inspired by Merseybeat, but with their own sun-baked twist on it. They had also begun to make a name for themselves on

  Sydney’s nascent live pub and club scene and in 1964 they signed a management deal. The man who talent-spotted them, Mike Vaughan, was an ambitious young former estate agent with one

  priceless connection in the music business: that of producer Ted Albert.




  Ted was the 27-year-old son of Alexis Albert, titular head of J. Albert and Son, one of the oldest, most powerful music business companies in Australia.




  Typically of the Albert family’s trailblazing history, Ted hit pay-dirt with practically his first signing, Billy Thorpe & The Aztecs, who gave the company its first nationwide

  Australian hit in the summer of 1964 with their cover of Leiber and Stoller’s ‘Poison Ivy’ – famously keeping The Beatles from the No. 1 slot on the Sydney charts just as

  the group was touring Australia for its first and only time. It was a feat that briefly made Thorpe into a national hero of Ned Kelly-size proportions and over the following years he and his group

  enjoyed a handful of further hits – until they were left to choke in the fumes of Ted’s next big signing: The Easybeats.




  Ted was happy to allow his pal Mike Vaughan’s new group to audition for him at the Alberts-owned 2UW Theatre. Surprised by how well they did, he offered to produce a single for them, a

  recording of a song George and Stevie had written together called ‘For My Woman’. A mid-paced sub-Stones blues number, most memorable for George’s skin-tight rhythm guitar and

  Harry’s proto-psychedelic guitar solo, covering up for decidedly undercooked drums and over-laid by a distressingly repetitive three-line verse-cum-chorus, ‘For My Woman’ was

  released in March 1965, to great excitement at Burleigh Street. But instead of becoming the instant hit George and the family fantasised it would, the first Easybeats single was a stone-cold

  flop.




  Showing that Cranhill us-against-the-world spirit though, George and Stevie simply went to Ted with another song they had written, ‘She’s So Fine’. Not dissimilar to its

  predecessor – bare-minimum lyrics laid over a semi-catchy tune, except more up-tempo and featuring the kind of snub-nosed staccato opening AC/DC would later develop into

  monster riffs like ‘Whole Lotta Rosie’ – Ted, whose own never-say-die attitude had also been inherited from his self-made family, gamely recorded it and put it out, in May 1965.

  Three weeks later it was No. 1 all over Australia. A month later it was still there and the legend of The Easybeats had begun in earnest.




  Over the next two years, The Easybeats became to Australia what The Beatles were to Britain: the first home-grown talent to equal the success and popularity of overseas superstars like Elvis

  and, of course, The Beatles themselves. Though as a producer Ted was no George Martin, he had great ‘ears’, the most valuable possession in the record business, and an almost intuitive

  gift for sifting out material with commercial appeal, then honing and capturing that sound on record. As such, The Easybeats came with an instantly recognisable musical identity, which helped build

  a fan-base more quickly. Also similarly to The Beatles, all their important hits were originals, written initially by George and Stevie, with Harry becoming more involved as time went by. Between

  1965 and 1966, George and Stevie provided The Easybeats with four No. 1 hit singles, three Top 10 hits and several other chart singles. They were so prolific the Oz press started writing of

  ‘Easyfever’ and began referring to Wright and Young as ‘the Australian Lennon and McCartney’. And just like Lennon and McCartney, they had enough material to provide hits

  for other artists too, notably ‘Step Back’, another No. 1, this time for Johnny Young (no relation) in 1966.




  Despite their success, George never lost his Glasgow edge. When, during an outdoor radio promotional appearance one afternoon in Sydney, a crowd of nearby labourers began shouting insults,

  calling them poofters, George’s initial reaction was to play it cool, ignore them. When one of them then aimed a punch at Stevie’s back, however, George decided to have a wee word. The

  singer watched in petrified glee as George strolled over and kicked the ringleader in the balls then dropped his nearest mate with one punch.




  Easyfever came with the same unsettling side-effects as its British counterpart Merseybeat. At a show before 5,000 mainly female fans at Brisbane’s Festival Hall in

  December 1965, the set had to be abandoned after 15 minutes when police began to panic at the outlandish crowd scenes. With the band bundled into a taxi, hundreds of Easyfever-stricken fans set

  about demolishing the car, as the freaked-out band members huddled inside, shielding themselves from broken glass. Facing off with a gang of hard nuts was one thing, learning how to survive a

  tsunami of hormonal teenage girls quite another – and much more frightening.




  While the rest of the family revelled in George’s good fortune, Malcolm and Angus were still too young to fully appreciate how things had changed for their older brother. The first inkling

  Angus had of the very different new life George was suddenly leading occurred when he came home from school one day to find hundreds of screaming girls on the street outside the house. A teen

  magazine had given George’s home address out and now the police had to be called to try and control the huge and very excited crowd that had descended like locusts. Never one to be outgunned,

  Angus skipped round the back and over the garden wall. What he hadn’t bargained for was the tenacity of George’s fans, a great cluster of which followed him round the back and over the

  wall, then crashed as one through the backdoor, knocking him over in their rush to . . . do what exactly? He had no idea. It was his first close-up experience of pop fandom and he watched

  fascinated as the police fought to clear the house.




  Malcolm, now in his teens, had already made up his mind what he could do about it and began taking his guitar practice more seriously. With George hardly around any more, though, it was his

  older brother John that Malcolm got most of his early encouragement from. ‘Those were great days,’ he would later say, ‘I was just going into puberty and we were getting all these

  screaming girls, a couple of hundred of them, hanging outside our house for a glimpse of The Easybeats.’ He added: ‘Me and Angus used to hang out there with them thinking, “This

  is the way to go!” That planted the seed for us . . .’




  Just like school in Cranhill, Burwood public school was a washout, Malcolm picking up where he’d left off, fighting anyone who got in his way, inside and outside of class. Other pupils ran

  scared of him. Teachers gave up on him. When Angus followed him into Ashfield Boys High School, in 1966, he recalled, ‘I was caned the first day. The guy said,

  “What’s your name?” “Young.” “Come out here, I’m going to make an example of you.”’




  Unlike his good-looking brother, Angus was gawky in school photos, wearing glasses and an ugly sneer, He was not a popular student; his best friend at Burwood, Jeff Cureton, says they were

  ‘larrikins’: getting up to mischief, buying fireworks at an old fruit shop in Stratfield and letting them off in the street while hiding behind bushes. Once they bought a box of cigars

  but got so sick trying to smoke them Angus vowed he would never smoke again. Which he didn’t, until the next day when he was back on the cigs, bought singly in those days. No matter what

  antics he got up to, Angus was always forgiven though, the baby of the family, indulged by his mother, who Cureton recalls as ‘a really nice lady’. As long as you didn’t get on

  the wrong side of her fiery Scottish temper, that is. When the headmaster reprimanded Angus for having long hair, ordering him to get it cut, mother Margaret went in to see him the very next day,

  telling him exactly what he could do with his orders. No one told the Youngs what to do, least of all some jumped-up bookworm with a bald head.




  It was also at Ashfield Boys High that they met Steve Armstrong. Malcolm was ‘the pretty boy of the two’, remembers Armstrong. ‘I got the impression that [Angus] was always in

  the shadow of Malcolm, especially where the girls were concerned. None of us had a hope in hell of getting a girl when Malcolm was around. He had them all and I mean all of them. [But] Angus had

  that real attitude and was not frightened to display it to anyone.’




  Angus had also beaten Malcolm to the punch when it came to wanting to play guitar. He’d begun back in Cranhill by getting older brother Alex to show him a basic 12-bar blues, based on what

  he’d heard from his sister Margaret’s Chuck Berry records. From there he was up and running. Indeed, it would be the only lesson he ever had. Now in Burwood, he began plucking away at a

  customised banjo that found its way into the Burleigh Street house, unwittingly forging a style that would become the signature of his style in AC/DC, from the wheel-spinning

  motif he lays over the top of early cross-burners like ‘Let There Be Rock’, to the spurs-jangling riff of later street-corner classics like ‘Thunderstruck’. When Angus did

  finally talk his mother into getting him a cheap acoustic guitar, to his disgust he was told he’d have to share it with Malcolm. ‘When we were kids we fought like cats and dogs,’

  said Angus, ‘and then when we started playing guitar it was even worse. He wouldn’t let me in his bedroom because he’d say, “Angus has got a photographic memory. Play a lick

  and he steals it.” Whenever I’d walk in the room he’d say, “Get out!”’




  Unlike his younger brother, Malcolm (who also never had a lesson) took his cue as a budding guitarist initially from the surf hits that had swamped the Australian charts in the mid-Sixties.

  ‘Hangin’ Five’ by The Delltones had been a favourite but it was the instrumental hit ‘Bombora’ by The Atlantics that he found easiest to learn, and that inspired him

  to keep practising in the early days when his little hands could barely grasp the guitar neck let alone hold down the strings. Malcolm loved the primitive drums and the flash way Jim Skiathitis

  played the guitar with his teeth. The Atlantics were a group of teenagers from Sydney’s eastern suburbs, and if they could do it . . .




  Malcolm’s and Angus’s guitar-sharing quarrels were finally solved – and Malcolm’s determination to master the instrument was given an extra boost – when, in 1968,

  the year he left high school, Harry Vanda gave the older Young brother, now 15, the electric Gretsch Jet Firebird that he’d actually been playing onstage on tour with The Easybeats. Forced to

  play with an open tuning until his hands grew large enough to manage more, like a lot of short teenagers, Malcolm was aggressively self-conscious about his lack of height. At a time when most of

  his mates were having mid-teen growth spurts, Malcolm’s body seemed unchanged. It meant he didn’t need to shave yet and couldn’t get served in the pubs his mates were now becoming

  frequent visitors to. So he simply stopped going, and spent most nights at home in his room, fiddling away at the Gretsch.




  Angus, still smaller than Malcolm, though he would catch up eventually, came at the guitar from a different angle. He hated surf music. ‘When I was young and first heard harmonies, I

  thought, “That’s too nice”. The Beach Boys always reminded me of the nice kids in school.’ Good at art and music, but utterly uninterested in sports,

  Angus had had it with school anyway and, like Malcolm before him, left as soon as he was legally allowed. ‘I left just turned fifteen because school’s school and I was a bit of a

  truant,’ he later explained. The teachers would ‘cane you on the hand because you didn’t have the ability [even] if you genuinely didn’t know answers. Art and history were

  okay, but all the other stuff . . . ah, you didn’t need it.’




  Maybe not. But as far as William, their father, was concerned, and despite the evidence to the contrary presented by George and even Alex (now living in London and working for The Beatles’

  newly formed Apple record company), he remained as convinced as ever that music was not a career option for his two youngest sons. Putting his foot down, he demanded they take up an honest trade

  and both Malcolm and Angus drifted through a succession of short-lived jobs, purely to keep the ‘auld man’ off their backs. Malcolm actually got a job in a bra factory, while Angus

  worked briefly in a print shop. But with some money of their own in their pockets at last, and freed from what they saw as the tyranny of school, neither boy felt hard done by. Their Cranhill roots

  still showing, they understood the value of a hard day’s work – an attitude they would carry over eventually into AC/DC, which to this day they continue to refer to – at least in

  public – in working-man’s terms. ‘I’ve never felt like a pop star,’ Malcolm was insisting as recently as 2008. ‘This is a nine-to-five sort of gig. It comes from

  working in the factories, that world. You don’t forget it.’




  Not that they gave up on their playing. Through the week both boys would spend their evenings at home, playing their guitars and dreaming. In both instances, they received huge encouragement

  from their brother George. As Dave Evans, another young face on the Sydney scene with one eye on becoming a singer would recall: ‘To have people like Stevie Wright coming round to the house,

  and all the other members of The Easybeats, was probably just a normal way of life.’ Adding, ‘It wouldn’t have been foreign to them to have great ambitions because they’d

  already seen it demonstrated with George.’




   




  George also kept his brothers’ interests going with regular packages home of records and music magazines, stuff that he’d come across on his travels. With The

  Easybeats now based full-time in London but regularly touring America and Europe, he was able to provide his brothers with what, for Australia then, were ahead-of-the-curve insights into music and

  artists that had barely been heard of back home. The brothers would spend days and weeks pouring over such treasures, adding them to the sum of knowledge they were also now gathering from

  Sydney’s own radio and television pop shows. Saturday mornings the whole family would gather round the TV, giving their opinions on the latest chart hits over endless cigarettes and pots of

  tea. When George was home on a visit he would join in, then encouraging Malcolm and Angus by playing along on bass as the two younger lads thrashed away on their guitars. He would shout out chord

  changes, to see how easily they could switch. But the noise was so loud sometimes they didn’t hear him – or pretended not to, unwilling to take instruction even from their pop star big

  brother.




  What they did listen carefully to was the practical advice George was able to give them on things like which guitar strings to use, how best to use pick-ups, how to change the tuning if you

  wanted, which amps to use. Or not, depending on how the younger two saw it. George was especially useful in pointing them in the right direction in terms of who the really cool new gunslingers were

  in Britain and America. Names alien then to most Australian ears like Eric Clapton, whose Beano album with John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers he forced them to pay close attention to; Peter

  Green and Jeremy Spencer from Fleetwood Mac, another band no one in Sydney yet knew anything about; and from America Mike Bloomfield, the dazzling young hotshot guitarist who’d enabled the

  Paul Butterfield Blues Band to become an internationally renowned act, then helped Dylan metamorphose into an electric rock artist. George also reminded them constantly to keep listening for the

  best that the old school in America still had to offer, like their beloved Chuck Berry and Little Richard. Lessons the boys took to heart: ‘You can’t forget Chuck Berry,’ said

  Malcolm, ‘I mean, just about everything he did back then was great.’




  Malcolm and Angus were quick to make their own discoveries too. ‘The first time I heard “My Generation” by The Who that was something,’ Malcolm told

  Australian writer Murray Engleheart. ‘The Beatles and the Stones were the big thing and then all of a sudden this thing sounded heavier. That changed my whole thing. Later on I guess

  “Jumpin’ Jack Flash”, and I’ll give you two more, “Honky Tonk Women” – and then “Get Back” by The Beatles. That’s just pure

  rock’n’roll as it evolved, I reckon.’




  The next logical step was to play in a band. Soon the brothers had gone from slowing down records on their record player to learn the chord changes of various songs, to actually playing those

  same numbers live. Supporting himself with a string of dead-end jobs – sewing machine repairman, apprentice fitter-and-turner, warehouseman – Malcolm began with the amusingly aptly

  named Beelzebub Blues, aka Red House and/or Rubberband, depending on the sort of gig they had wangled. The five-man band, fronted by Malcolm’s pal, singer Ed Golab, featured the same drums,

  bass, two guitars line-up that AC/DC would later adopt, but with Malcolm on lead guitar.




  ‘Malcolm was a great lead player,’ recalls Ian Jeffery now, ‘maybe even better than Angus at that stage. In the early days when I began working for them you’d see him do

  a brilliant solo or guitar-break sometimes. But he was an even better rhythm player – probably one of the best ever – and his genius was to spot that – and the fact that Angus was

  a better frontman as a guitarist.’




  That was all for the near future, however. In the meantime, Malcolm very quickly made a name for himself as the pint-sized guitar-killer who could rip through songs by everybody from purist

  blues-rockers like Blodwyn Pig, Savoy Brown and Clapton in his Bluesbreakers guise, to more self-consciously progressive new blues-rock gods like Black Sabbath, Clapton in his psychedelic Cream

  phase, even Jimi Hendrix in his all-guns-blazing Are You Experienced showman phase. Even at that incredibly early stage, as a teenager barely out of school, there were to be no concessions

  to Top 40 familiarity. If the audiences had never heard of Blodwyn Pig or Savoy Brown more fool them. Malcolm’s only concession: a heavy rock version of ‘Come Together’ by The Beatles. By then, recalled Golab, Malcolm Young ‘was the guitarist’ on the scene.




  Rehearsing at an old scout hall which they’d broken into and now slept in when they were too drunk to go home, fun though blasting out cover versions was, Malcolm already had bigger ideas.

  He and Golab would drink beer and talk into the small hours about making their own original music, not like The Easybeats or any of the other copycat Australian groups. But something with an

  identity of its own, something different. By the time Malcolm was 18, they were writing their own songs, taking inspiration from the new album-oriented songs of Stevie Wonder and the burbling

  sounds of innovative new American groups like Santana, whose Latin-influenced sound Malcolm saw as another expression of the R&B grooves he loved best in rock music. Rock was becoming

  pretentious, groups like Led Zeppelin and Deep Purple relying on virtuoso techniques over simple grooves. Stevie Wonder and Santana had all that and the ability to make you move your feet

  and jump in the air. For a while, he even tinkered with jazz chords, working out how songs were written by playing them on a keyboard. For someone who would later make a virtue out of jettisoning

  such above-their-station ideas, young Malcolm was incredibly studious about music. People thought he only played rock’n’roll because that’s all he knew. But he never rejected

  groups or songs before understanding intimately what it was they were actually doing.




  At the same time, Malcolm wanted to be taken seriously, couldn’t stand it when he was still mistaken for a schoolboy. Ed Golab recalled how even in their late teens Malcolm was still

  ‘looking like he was twelve, thirteen, just because of his height. And it was something that I guess he always had a hard time with, cos all his girlfriends were sort of really young girls

  who thought that he was a very young boy. And that was always a problem for him.’




  By contrast, nothing ever seemed to be a problem for the apparently charmed seventh son of the family. Unlike Malcolm, Angus seemed utterly unconcerned about what people thought of him. While

  Malcolm grew his hair, bought tight-fitting flared trousers and was fond of a tinny, Angus had become a skinhead, replete with shaved head, bovver boots and who-gives-a-fuck

  attitude. Malcolm used to joke and say the reason Angus got in fewer fights than him was because no one wanted to fight him. He certainly had an air of intimidation about him. Unlike Malcolm,

  though, the only brew Angus liked was tea, and if that wasn’t handy, milkshakes – and, of course, cigarettes. Everyone in the Young family smoked heavily, didn’t know anyone that

  didn’t.




  By the time he’d left school and begun putting his own bands together Angus had also inherited a smart new electric guitar, care of George’s connections: a Gibson SG, as used by

  everybody from Chuck Berry to Jeff Beck. (He adored the latter’s hit ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’, a song the musically-snobbish Beck himself abhorred.) Unlike Malcolm, who liked to

  practise the guitar alone, Angus was happy to invite pals into his bedroom to see him rock. No meticulously learning chords for Angus, either. He just plain wailed away and that was it. Recalled

  one astonished visitor, Herm Kovac, ‘He’s on the dressing table, he’s kicking his legs up, he’s jumping on the bed, he’s just all over the place.’ At the end of

  which Angus grinned at Herm and said, ‘What do ya reckon?’ Herm looked at him and said, ‘Do you know any chords?’




  Angus also had a battered old Hofner guitar which he’d plug into a 60-watt amp and turn up to maximum volume and crash-bang-wallop on until his parents threatened him with his life if he

  didn’t stop. By the time he was 11, he could replicate Hendrix solos and blast out the chugging riff to ‘I’m A Man’ by the Yardbirds. He wasn’t fussy, as long as it

  was loud and he could jump around while playing it, Angus was happy. Not choosy, he loved – and played along to – Australian bands like The Missing Links and The Loved Ones as much as

  he did The Animals and Chuck Berry. He became obsessed with Little Richard’s 1957 classic ‘Keep A-Knockin’’, replicating the feverishly honking sax break on his guitar and

  repeating it over and over until his mother Margaret again had to physically threaten him. The riff in various forms would eventually become the backbone to some of AC/DC’s greatest moments.

  (Interestingly, ‘Keep A-Knockin’’ would also become the song that later ‘inspired’ Led Zeppelin to knock out ‘Rock And Roll’.) One

  thing Angus did share as a musician with his brother was a mature appreciation of music that went way beyond his years – or the popular later perception of them in AC/DC as uncouth

  rock’n’rollers who’d never got past ‘Go’ in their musical education. When his sister Margaret took Angus to see Louis Armstrong perform at Sydney Stadium, he was in a

  deep swoon for days afterwards.




  Known as ‘The Banker’, for his knack of saving every dollar he could, Angus had no qualms about spending his pocket money on records, taking the bus into town to buy imports. He also

  became a frequent visitor to the local library where a kindly librarian helped him order music books and magazines from overseas. He would sit in the library for hours at a time, pouring over

  yellowed copies of Downbeat magazine, cooing over articles and pictures of blues guitar heroes like Muddy Waters and Buddy Guy. Not that he was a solitary kid. Another pal from those times,

  an American immigrant a year older than Angus named Larry Van Kriedt, who could also wield an electric guitar with an impressive swagger, recalls always seeing Angus with ‘a gang of friends

  around him’. They were ‘tough guys’ and, although Angus was the smallest, he was ‘the ring leader’.




  A quietly spoken newcomer, when Van Kriedt found himself being picked on by bullies, Angus, half their size, would ward them off with the words: ‘If you touch him I’ll see you in the

  ground!’ Angus was, his new friend deduced, ‘a pretty assertive sort of guy. He got into trouble quite a lot and he attracted a “gang” culture around him . . . But I always

  felt he was very honourable and loyal.’




  Honour. Loyalty. Toughness. And an ability to pick things up quickly as you went along while following no one’s rules but the ones you made for yourself. Cranhill may have seemed like an

  increasingly distant memory to Malcolm, Angus and George Young as they began to find their way on the sun-baked streets of Sydney in the Sixties, but its shadow would continue to cloak their souls

  every step of the way.




  



  




   


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO




  Bonnie Boy




   




   




   




   




  In the early days of AC/DC when people in the Sydney pubs would get smart and ask Bon Scott if he was AC or DC, rather than punch them in

  the mouth, as he would have done once upon a time, and might do again if they persisted in such folly, he would simply smile his gap-toothed smile and tell them: ‘Neither. I’m the flash

  in the middle.’




  And so he was, on so many different levels it’s difficult to think of a better description for the role Bon Scott played to the hilt in AC/DC, once he was finally allowed to join. The meat

  in the sandwich between the riffs and yet more riffs of the Young brothers, Malcolm and Angus, Bon Scott didn’t just provide the perfect artful dodger voice to their crafty rhythms and

  devil-may-care bluster, it was Bon that came up with the lyrics, the front, the sheer cheek. And of course the tattoos and blood that made them. Bon would later boast, ‘It keeps you fit, the

  alcohol, nasty women, sweat onstage, bad food – it’s all very good for you!’ Except of course it wasn’t. Good for the ego, maybe, no good at all though for body and soul, as

  Bon would eventually be the first of the band to find out. Nevertheless, as Angus later confirmed, if it hadn’t been for Bon, ‘I don’t think there would have been an AC/DC . . .

  Bon moulded the character and flavour of AC/DC. He was one of the dirtiest fuckers I know. When I first met him he couldn’t even speak English – it was all ‘fuck’,

  ‘cunt’, ‘piss’, ‘shit’. Everything became more down-to-earth and straight-ahead.’ A man’s man in the old school sense, there was nothing ironic about

  Bon Scott. He really could out-drink, out-fight and out-fuck anyone who stood in his road. He also had a great sense of humour, which meant he was good company. The whole

  world was Bon’s friend – until suddenly it wasn’t. Then you’d see the other side of him, the gloomy, depressive side that would tell the world to fuck off and leave him

  alone. Or else.




  Being a Scott from Scotland, Bon came from a long – long – line of bad motherfucker ‘heid-the-baws’, as they say in Scotland. Unlike the Youngs, who acted like a clan but

  were in fact more like a sept (pronounced ‘set’) – smaller families, of non-noble lineage, but who pledged allegiance to and behaved like a proper clan – the Scotts were a

  one-time powerful lowland clan, derived from the clan that invaded Argyll from Ireland centuries before the advent of Catholicism. Their motto was ‘Amo’, which means ‘I

  Love’. Held in high esteem among nationalists as being staunch supporters of Robert the Bruce, fighting alongside him at Bannockburn and many other of the set-piece battles of the Wars of

  Independence, when The Bruce was excommunicated by the Pope, so too were the Scotts, who were also threatened with death for following him. Grievances that stand through the centuries for clans as

  steeped in blood as the Scotts.




  Charles Scott – ‘Chick’ to his pals – was born in 1918, in the small market town of Kirriemuir. Situated five miles north-west of Forfar, a climbing, single-lane road,

  the A928, takes you into Kirriemuir, in the county of Angus. Surrounded by countryside, Kirriemuir sits atop a hill at the gateway to Glen Clova and Glen Prosen, facing south towards Glamis, the

  castle where Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother was born. A town of two distinct halves, on the one hand, its ancient market town past is still evident in the narrow lanes and alleyways winding

  between and behind its traditional red sandstone buildings. You can easily picture the gas-lamps that once would have illuminated its narrow streets and closes. On the other hand, its modern

  facelift speaks of the tourist industry it now embraces and the once-cobbled streets are now neatly paved with bricks; the museums and gift shops a testament to how vital tourism is to the town

  that once thrived on a now-defunct weaving industry.




  Kirriemuir’s most famous former son, J. M. Barrie, is commemorated by both a statue of his famous creation Peter Pan and a plaque marking the house in which Barrie

  lived on Brechin Street. The statue stands on the town square, at the junction to Bank Street, just opposite Cumberland Close, where Chick and his family lived, and in front of the

  ‘tollbooth’ – an ancient clock tower that over the centuries has seen service as a tollbooth, magistrates’ court, police station and now as part of the museum. Several older

  buildings boast a ‘witch stane’: a hard, grey stone set into the traditional red sandstone, there to ward off witches – a remnant of the history of witch-hunting and the

  accompanying hysteria that briefly consumed the area in the 16th century.




  Bank Street is a short street, just a few hundred yards in length with a Co-op cashpoint and a Royal Bank of Scotland on one side, along with a three-star hotel and bar called The Thrums. At one

  end, it leads off from the town square and at the opposite sits at the junction between Mary Well Brae and Schoolwynd. This is where it is alleged the Scott family had their bakery. However, there

  is no trace remaining now and several older residents can recall no bakery ever being there. Rather, it is suggested, the bakery had been behind Bank Street on Reform Street. There is a bakery in

  the area, very close to Bank Street, but as another resident confidently explains, it had been ‘Aw sort ae hings’ (all sorts of things) over the years. More certain is that the Scott

  menfolk would have drunk at Bellie’s Brae Inn, extant since 1857, which sits on the corner of Cumberland Close, where the Scotts lived at No. 2. The actual house that the Scotts lived in was

  demolished, along with the rest of Cumberland Close, in the early Nineties, to be replaced by a gift shop and tourist centre, and more modern dwellings.




  Wherever it was, there’s no denying the Scott family business centred on their own bakery, opened in 1920 by Chick’s father, Alexander. Just like his own son would do later in life,

  Chick sought adventure with a pal named Angus, the two teenagers dreaming of running away to sea before Alec put a stop to such foolishness. Instead, Chick worked in the family bakery with his

  older brother, George. Always up for a drink and a singsong after work – Alec loved to sing with his sons, and their mother, Jayne, encouraged George to play piano

  – Chick had tried his hand at piano and fiddle but mainly he liked to sing or keep you amused with his jokes and stories. Known as a character, with hard-man tattoos on his arms and a face

  that never turned the cheek, as he would tell Australian writer Clinton Walker, ‘I just liked to get out and have a good time, be a bit of a delinquent.’ Already a member of the local

  territorial Citizen Military Forces (CMF), when the Second World War started 22-year-old Chick Scott finally got to see some of the big wide world, joining up with the British army, where he served

  as a baker, stationed first in France, then Ireland, North Africa and Italy.




  It was during his basic training at the coastal town of Kirkcaldy that Chick met Isobelle Cunningham Mitchell – ‘Isa’ – at a Saturday night dance. A dark-haired, slender

  girl with a fierce intelligence which belied her sweet, pretty face, Isa had grown up as one of four daughters and didn’t miss a trick. Like Chick, she loved music and came from a musical

  family. Her mother played piano, as did her father, as well as organ. ‘[He] had a lovely operatic voice,’ she told Walker. When, in 1941, during one of Chick’s army leaves, he and

  Isa married, Jayne Scott was aghast. As bakers owning their own family business, the Scotts saw themselves as ‘respectable folk’ – middle-class – and Jayne was ‘black

  affronted’ (offended, shocked) at the prospect of her son marrying beneath himself, as she saw it, to a family of ‘plain working folk’. But Chick was 23, a soldier now and no

  longer prepared to be told what he could or could not do. Two years later, Isa gave birth to their first child, a boy named Sandy. But the baby died just nine months later before Chick even had the

  chance to see him.




  When Chick was demobbed, in December 1945, Isa was already pregnant with another son and she and Chick settled back in Kirriemuir, into a modest terraced house in the Roods bought for them by

  Alec. With Chick back working with his father and brother in the bakery, married life was sweet at last. Isa liked to go to church every Sunday, Chick joined an amateur light-opera company, singing

  Gilbert and Sullivan. He also finally found an instrument he could stick with, playing drums in the Kirriemuir Pipe Band. When their son, named Ronald Belford (his

  grandmother’s middle name) Scott, was born on 9 July 1946, the picture seemed complete. But though young Ronnie had his mother’s dark, sensitive eyes, he also had his father’s

  wolfish features, and it was Chick’s roving ways he took most after, even as a toddler, learning to walk and ‘getting into everything’ at a very early age. Once he started school,

  ‘He never used to come home,’ Isa told Walker. ‘He’d just go off with some of his little mates . . . I used to have to go chase him. So it started young!’




  Like his father, Ronald loved to play drums, hitting a biscuit tin with his mother’s knitting needles, or banging on the bread board with forks and spoons. Whenever his father’s pipe

  band would come marching by the house, which they did most Saturday evenings, freckle-faced little Ronnie, as his mother always called him, would march up and down with them. He was three when Isa

  gave birth to a little brother for him, Derek, and seven when she had another, Graeme. As big brother to the younger waens little Ronnie ruled the roost but he was ‘more mischievous than

  naughty’, said Isa.




  His father, however, was getting decidedly itchy feet. Six years in the army living largely abroad had given him a taste for what lay beyond the safe but confining environs of wee Kirriemuir.

  Now with a wife and three small children to consider, 34-year-old Chick Scott began to rail against the notion that this would be his lot till the end of his days. Like Ireland, Scotland had long

  got used to so many of its sons and daughters seeking a better life away from home, travelling down to England and beyond. Now in the post-war years of austerity, people were flocking further

  afield to newer, younger countries much further away but whose economies were booming. Places like Canada and the United States, New Zealand and Australia.




  Attracted by the same ‘assisted passages’, begun in 1947, that would later allow the Young family to make a new life for itself in Australia, Chick and Isa began to talk seriously

  about the prospect of starting a new, more exciting life on the other side of the world. Isa already had a sister who’d emigrated to Melbourne in 1951, and would read her letters home,

  telling of her new life in the ever-present sun, with growing envy and agitation. Australia, whose pre-war population had been under seven million, had attracted more than a

  million migrants since it had begun its immigration programme five years before. Not all were as welcome as others, though. ‘Wogs’ and ‘spics’ were almost as badly treated

  as ‘Aboes’. The English would forever remain ‘whinging Poms’, and even the Irish, with whom the country was now flooded, were looked down on, especially the Catholics, who

  were viewed with outright suspicion and contempt. The Scots, however – and with them the Scotts, who much against the advice of Chick’s mother took the plunge and got the boat to

  Melbourne in 1952 – were welcomed with open arms. Seen as brothers in arms, survivors of centuries of English disdain and oppression, working-class Australians identified more easily with

  hard-working, hard-playing Scottish Protestants than they did any other race.




  Staying initially with Isa’s sister, in the aptly named Melbourne suburb of Sunshine, before finding a place of their own further down the same street, Chick left behind his former trade

  and found work instead as a window-framer. Little Ronnie was enrolled in Sunshine primary school, where his skills as a marching drummer made him popular with the other kids, who would fall into

  line behind him as they marched to school every morning. He also took up playing a recorder and liked to plonk away on the family piano. Isa tried encouraging him but, like his father, he simply

  couldn’t sit still long enough to take lessons. When, however, he started pestering his parents for an accordion, promising faithfully he would definitely turn up for lessons on that, they

  took the bold step of selling the piano and buying the seven-year-old an accordion. A good lad, he went to his lessons dutifully, then just as determinedly stopped. What he really wanted, he

  said, was to play drums. Like his dad. So they sold the accordion and bought little Ronnie his first proper drum kit. ‘You never had to tell him to do that,’ Isa smiled. ‘It was

  just natural to him.’




  He was also a natural athlete and loved swimming, becoming a regular at nearby Footscray Baths, where he liked to show off by diving from the highest board at the top of a tower, as other

  children, his age and older, gasped in wonder. He would wait until the lifeguards became perturbed by the commotion and warn him not to jump – then leap, half-flying,

  half-falling, hitting the water with an almighty belly-flop. These were little Ronnie’s first high-dives before an awestruck audience. They would not be his last.




  When, in 1956, baby Graeme was diagnosed with asthma, the Scott family were advised by their doctor to move to the dryer, hotter climes of Western Australia, which they did,

  settling in Fremantle, a small but busy port town 12 miles south of Perth. For over a hundred years, Fremantle had been the bustling home-from-home for the usual seedy docklands mix of hustlers,

  two-way sailors, brothel keepers and pimps, and the rough, tough clientele they attracted. By the mid-Fifties, however, the newly erected presence of the Kwinana industrial site 15 miles to the

  south had begun to change the cultural complexion of Fremantle’s residents. As men flocked to find jobs in Kwinana, suddenly newly arrived families outnumbered the vagabonds. Into this

  rapidly changing social melee arrived Chick Scott, who’d been offered a job at the western branch of the same place he worked for in Melbourne, eventually buying a house on the north side of

  the river, where Isa and the boys joined him. Good mixers – Chick joined the local Caledonian Society while Isa became an active member of her own ‘Scottish club’ – it

  wasn’t long before Chick had also signed on with a Scots pipe band, taking little Ronnie with him, as a side-drummer. Whenever the band put on a show, the whole family would put their kilts

  on and go.




  It was at North Fremantle primary school that Ronnie, now ten, got his nickname: Bonnie. Making fun of his by now mangled Scots-Australian accent, and picking up as only kids can on the handy

  congruity of his surname, little Ronnie Scott suddenly became little Bonnie Scotland. He hated it and would scrap with anyone who taunted him with it in the playground but the name would just not

  go away. ‘I didn’t take any notice,’ he would shrug. ‘No one railroads over me.’ But by the time he was a teenager, even his best friends were now calling him Bonnie

  – or just Bon, for short.




  It was also around this time he gave his first public performance as a musician: playing recorder in a school concert at North Fremantle Town Hall. Revelling in the feeling

  it gave him, he began to take the marching drums more seriously, eventually becoming the Under-17 champion five years running. A good-natured, happy-go-lucky kid with big freckles and a broad

  smile, Bonnie was a popular boy and ‘A credit to your parents’, as he got used to being told. When he started secondary school at John Curtin High, however, that image changed. No

  longer a boy but a growing man with a taste for high jinks and pranks, Bon, like every other teenager in the world at that time, had discovered rock’n’roll and suddenly there was no

  looking back.




  As well as all the usual suspects, from Chuck Berry and Little Richard to Elvis and eventually The Beatles, young Bon Scott was equally fascinated with home-grown Australian rockers like Johnny

  O’Keefe, whose original co-composition ‘Wild One’ Bon would sing in the shower (and a song that would later be covered in various forms by Jerry Lee Lewis, Iggy Pop and Lou Reed,

  to name just a few). Bon later recalled Isa yelling at him to stop. ‘My mum used to say, “Ron, if you can’t sing proper songs, shut up! Don’t sing this

  rock’n’roll garbage.”’ And then there were girls, the attention of which, he discovered to his everlasting delight, dovetailed neatly with his own love of

  rock’n’roll. His brother Graeme recalled: ‘He loved the attention from the girls. He was in the paper one time, in the Scottish get-up, with two highland dancers, about the same

  age as him, twelve or thirteen, and he had this big smile on his face.’




  With the newfound obsession with rock music and girls, however, came the accoutrements of cigarettes and alcohol – and, as he got older, blues (speed) and dope (marijuana). And with those

  interests came Bon’s involvement in local ‘mobs’ – street gangs of teenage boys, who liked to fight, then fight’ some more. Hanging out with older kids down by the

  river, Bon earned his stripes smoking and fighting and getting off with girls as often as he could. By the time he was 15 he was running his own mob, with his best friends, Terry and Moe. Bon was

  the leader because Bon could put them all down with his fists. He would knock down anybody that ‘stood in his road’. Having your own mob gave you the kind of deep-held respect not even

  being good at drums could. It certainly beat hell out of school lessons and, in 1961, first chance he legally could, Bon left school and got a job, driving a tractor on a

  farm. He chucked it in though when Terry wangled him a gig on one of the local crayfishing boats. But if Bon envisaged a life of derring-do on the high seas, that fantasy soon came crashing down. A

  sea fisherman worked hard, getting up and going out on the boat while it was still dark and not returning until his arms felt like they were dropping off and his legs could no longer hold him

  upright. The only good that came of this brief foray into the blood-slipping shoes of a fisherman was that he got his ear pierced; an almost unheard of accessory for a young man who wasn’t a

  sailor to have. But by now he’d found himself a less wearisome number as an apprentice weighing-machine mechanic. Young Bon didn’t care what he did as long as he came away at the end of

  the week with a few dollars, and the job didn’t interfere too much with his real mission, to be a rocker.




  One of Bon’s girlfriends from this time was Maureen Henderson, sister to his mate Terry. She and Bon would dress up at the weekend and go rock’n’roll jiving. Or they would go

  to the drive-in to see rocker movies like The Girl Can’t Help It and Jailhouse Rock. Bon would arrive in the full bad-boy regalia. You were either a rocker or a bodgie. Bon, in

  long, Brylcreemed and quaffed hair, black leather jacket and skin-tight jeans, was most definitely a rocker. Bodgies purportedly liked the same music but whereas Bon and his mates lived high on a

  diet of Elvis and Little Richard, bodgies preferred Buddy Holly and the Everly Brothers – girls’ music. They dressed like girls too, in preppy cardigans and slacks and sharp crew-cut

  hair. Bon would rather die than be thought of as a bodgie. As soon as he’d passed his test, he was into cars too. Preferably big, fast, flash American models, anything that looked – and

  sounded – the part. ‘Tanks’ they called them in Fremantle. Woe betide anybody that tried to overtake Bon in his, literally or figuratively. No longer a boy scrapping with other

  boys, Bon was developing a vicious streak, and would lay it on the line until he or his opponent lay bloodied on the ground, the bigger the better. Bon may have been short, but he never backed down

  from a fight. Bon didn’t believe in turning the other cheek. Something else he had in common with his father and the rest of the Scott clan.




  He began to get a reputation locally as the one boy you didn’t mess with; an image he deliberately set out to reinforce by getting what would be the first of his many tattoos. There was

  always a funny side to such shenanigans too, though, a twinkle in those bright, dark eyes that always allowed for the joke to be on him as well. When he and Terry went down to East Perth to get

  tattooed that first time, Terry came back with Death Before Dishonour on his arm. Bon had the same but had to go one better so had the tattoo done on the lower part of his belly, just above his

  pubic hair. The tears ran down his face as the tattooist’s needle dug in but Bon wouldn’t give in, wouldn’t allow himself to admit he might have gone too far this time. He

  couldn’t pull his trousers up properly for weeks afterwards, the pain was so great.




  Not yet the alcoholic he would become in his twenties, Bon gobbled down blues, smoked anything he could roll between his fingers, and never had to go far looking for trouble. Hanging out on a

  Saturday night with Terry and Maureen and the rest of the gang at the Cafe de Wheels, outside there would be an impressive array of Chevrolets, Dodge Customs, even Mustangs. And just like

  they’d seen James Dean do in Rebel Without A Cause, they would race each other, playing chicken on the main drag or driving down to Port Beach to race each other. Terry had a Ford,

  single-spinner. Bon would just steal a car he fancied for the night. Once they were on the beach and Bon crashed into a van, practically sliced it in half. Inevitably the police got involved. Soon

  they had Bon and Terry’s number every time something got stolen or broken in the town. ‘They used to go out and knock fuel off,’ Maureen later recalled. ‘I would have to go

  look-out while they siphoned it.’ When the boys just laughed in the cops’ faces things turned nasty. One night they gave Terry a severe beating. Bon got his own back, beating another

  copper half to death. Nothing was ever proved though and so things went on, going from bad to worse. Deeply troubled by the way their son was turning out, Chick rowed with him time and again. Until

  one day Bon just walked out, sleeping on the couch over at Terry’s parents’ place.




   




  It’s a thin line between taking things to the limit and actually going too far. Bon Scott finally crossed that line for the first time when he was 16. One Saturday

  night, attending a dance on Port Beach where he had got into the habit of climbing up with the house band and singing a song or two, Bon ‘took a walk’ along the beach with a pretty

  teenage girl he’d just met. When he returned, however, some of the other lads, seeing what had just gone down, decided they wanted their ‘turn’ too. Bon may have been a hoodlum

  and a chancer but he was still, to his mind, a gentleman, at least when it came to the ladies. It was a matter of barely a moment’s thought for him to decide a lesson in manners was called

  for. He lit into the gang, a one-man army, sending all before him scattering. Tables were broken, glasses were smashed. The police were called and a blood-spattered Bon fled in Terry’s car.

  But of course the cops knew full well who he was and eventually caught up with him later the same night – trying to make off with 12 gallons of stolen petrol. Arrested and kept in jail until

  Monday morning, when he appeared at the Fremantle Children’s Court, Bon pleaded guilty to charges of giving a false name and address, fleeing legal custody, having unlawful carnal knowledge

  with a girl under the age of consent and, lastly, for having made off with those 12 gallons of gas. Chick and Isa, who both attended the hearing, were rightly appalled, and Bon was ‘committed

  to the care’ of the Child Welfare Department until he was 18, with the additional ‘recommendation’ that he be kept housed in a maximum-security facility. He was also placed on

  bond for two years, for additional sentencing should he at some point be called up on the unlawful carnal knowledge charge. (Fortunately for him, he never was.)




  It was a terrible blow for Bon and his family. It had been coming for some time, but that did not lessen the effects for any of them. It did, however, put the brakes on Bon’s budding

  career as a full-time criminal. Had it come five years later it might have been seen as merely a blip in his downward trajectory. Coming at 16, though, just as he was beginning to fancy his chances

  as a singer, it became something Bon Scott would spend the rest of his life trying to live down. Run by local singing star Johnny Young, the Saturday night Port Beach dances

  had made Bon nearly famous for something other than being leader of the gang. Johnny Young would sing a song or two but rarely got any further as the crowd, led by Maureen, would start shouting,

  ‘We want Bonnie! We want Bonnie!’, at which point an utterly unabashed Bon would board the stage, taking the mike from Young, and belt out ‘Long Tall Sally’ and ‘Blue

  Suede Shoes’. Maureen recalled how ‘all the girls used to go wild over him . . . Johnny Young used to get pretty upset’.




  There would be no more nights making the girls go wild for Bon now. Although he refused to dwell on the details in later life, bits and pieces of the back story eventually emerged. The main

  thread being that, as ill-luck would have it, Alec and Jayne, Bon’s grandparents from Kirriemuir, had chosen just that moment to visit Chick and Isa and their grandkids in Australia for the

  first time. Despite his wayward behaviour Bon still saw himself as ‘a pretty good guy’. At the same time he was drag racing, stealing cars and fighting, he’d also recently won

  Avery’s Best First Year Apprenticeship Award. He’d been looking forward to meeting his grandparents properly for the first time since the family had moved to Australia. How could he

  face them now? Speaking years later to Clinton Walker, Silver Smith, a later Bon girlfriend, explained how Bon ‘had a choice of either being remanded into his parents’ custody, and it

  all being forgotten, or going through the legal process’. Because he couldn’t bear to face his grandparents under such circumstances, ‘He made the choice of going through the

  legal process. By the time he got out, the grandparents had gone home, and of course, they subsequently died. So he always wanted to do something to rectify that.’




  Riverbank was no ordinary borstal. It was a purpose-built prison for the worst of the convicted boys. There were no open dormitories; only locked cells. It was meant to be hard and it was.

  Bigger boys preyed on the younger ones and sexual assault was rife. Bon eventually served nine months there. In jail, suddenly, being a hard nut didn’t seem like such a handy thing to be. Up

  at six every morning lining up for the freezing-cold showers. Bed again by dark, lying there smoking in his bunk, unable to stop thinking. The rest of the day passed in a

  tedious round of odd jobs in the craft shops and kitchen, or the laundry, hours spent on hands and knees, scrubbing cold dirty floors that never quite got clean, fingers pink and numb, head all

  over the place. Then in the evening, after the usual grotty meal, shoved into the common room, where most of the boys played cards or just hung about listening to the radio. The screws pushed the

  boys to read a book, or play a musical instrument, but there were few takers. Sometimes there would be half-hearted singsongs. Bon joined in but not often. He was too concerned with watching his

  back. Boredom ruled and fights were daily, sometimes hourly. Punishment: being put ‘in the box’ – solitary confinement, the hardest thing of all for a sociable lad like Bon to

  take. The only respite came on Sundays, when after lunch the boys were allowed visitors. Occasionally, they were encouraged to put on concerts for their visiting families. Because of his drumming

  skills, Bon always featured. That’s when he really got it into his head he wanted to be in a band. Like The Beatles, who he had heard about for the first time on the radio at Riverbank. Soon

  he was telling his parents how he was going to knuckle down when he got out, join a proper band and become famous. They just hoped he didn’t end up back inside again. You only had to look at

  the faces of some of the boys Bon was hanging around with to tell that this was just the start of their journey to a life where prison quickly became home.




  Released from Riverbank just before Christmas 1963, Bon moved home and was encouraged by his parole officer to join the Citizen Military Forces (CMF). But at the interview, accompanied by his

  parole officer, he was told he didn’t have what it took to become a soldier, not even as a member of the reserves. That he didn’t have the right character. His card had been permanently

  marked, it seemed. Sure enough, when Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam War escalated over the next two years and Bon had to register for National Service, he was never called up. He

  would later boast how he had been ‘rejected by the army, because they said I was socially maladjusted’.




  This was one rejection Bon secretly welcomed, though, as it meant he could concentrate instead on making his new teenage dream come true: being the drummer in a

  rock’n’roll band. Working in the storehouses of the Western Australian Egg Board, he practised drums each night on a kit he’d put up in the bay window of the family sitting room.

  Would-be singers and guitarists were ten-a-penny, but decent drummers were hard to come by and it wasn’t long before Bon did finally find himself in a working band: the Spektors, named after

  producer Phil Spector. Comprising two lads he’d met that worked at the nearby Kwinana oil refinery – Wyn Milson, who played guitar, and John Collins, who sang – with Bon on drums

  and another mate, Brian Gannon, who agreed to twang the bass, the Spektors became a covers band playing the same dances Bon had been going to as a fan. Places like The Big Beat Centre, in downtown

  Perth. Not satisfied with being stuck at the back for too long, Bon decided it would be a good gimmick for the drummer to step out and sing a couple of songs each night. The others didn’t

  necessarily feel the same way but nobody was going to argue with the little hard nut just out of the slammer, and Bon’s raucous version of The Kinks’ ‘You Really Got Me’

  became a highlight of the set. Bon certainly thought so.




  It was 1965 and Australia was as in thrall to The Beatles, the Rolling Stones and their various copycat offshoots as the rest of the increasingly pop-conscious world. The Spektors milked it for

  all they were worth, bashing out one-size-fits-all versions of the Stones’ ‘It’s All Over Now’, Them’s ‘Gloria’, even at one point ‘Yesterday’

  by The Beatles. Bon had sweet-talked his father into letting him borrow Chick’s shiny new Falcon station wagon to drive his drums to the gigs in, on the solemn promise that he wouldn’t

  treat it the way he had the dragsters he had once raced along the beach. He kept the promise but it wasn’t speed that was his undoing this time but fatigue. Falling asleep at the wheel on his

  way home one Saturday night, he smashed the car into a street lamp on Stirling Highway and ended up in hospital with cuts to his face and hands.




  It was during another Spektors gig at the Medina Youth Club that year that Bon had another, different kind of an accident, falling in love for the first time, when he met a stunningly beautiful

  17-year-old blonde named Maria Van Vlijman. Bon had got used to having girls at gigs fussing over him. He’d been chasing them, or been chased by them, since he was at

  school. There had never been a girl in his life before quite like Maria, though. For a start, she was a good Catholic girl with strict rules of courtship, who, in the perception of young larrikins

  like Bon, would kiss but wouldn’t fuck. Suddenly it wasn’t enough being a rogue, or a drummer, or even a twinkle-eyed mixture of both. Bon had to remember the good manners he’d

  been brought up with by Isa, become a gentleman. A girl like Maria demanded wooing and Bon gave it all he’d got.




  Maria later claimed Bon asked her to marry him – ‘He wanted to marry a virgin’ – and that she would have let him too, were it not for the fact she knew darn well that if

  he wasn’t getting his rocks off with her it was with someone else, some other ‘scrag’ from the gig. Around her, though, he was always on his best behaviour, never swearing, never

  drinking. Coming from a country riven by sectarianism, Protestant Isa found herself placed on the back foot again by her son’s apparently insatiable desire to ignore other people’s

  rules. Not only was Maria a ‘pape’, she was a stuck-up one at that, according to Isa. Maria’s parents had a similar problem, in reverse, with their daughter dating this scruffy

  larrikin from up the road. Surely she could do a lot better for herself? But parental disapproval was nothing new to Bon, and, besides, he couldn’t keep away from Maria. When Maria showed

  that she, too, had enough about her to ignore the barrage of abuse from her parents by taking a job at the Fremantle docks, moving in with her brother Joe to an apartment of their own in order to

  be nearer to where Bon’s folks lived, Bon began to spend all his free time with her. As she was still unwilling to consent to sex before marriage, Bon simply redoubled his efforts to win

  Maria over, dressing up smart to take her for lunch, even going to church with her – a Catholic church at that! – on Sundays. Anything to prove his love, and finally get in her pants .

  . .




  The great rivals to the Spektors on the local Perth scene were the Winztons, fronted by singer Vince Lovegrove. Vince had been singing and playing guitar

  in various pop outfits since he was 14, beginning with a Shadows-style instrumental surf group called the Dynells, before moving on to front the Dimensions and, latterly, the Winztons. He and

  Bon’s paths had crossed several times already over the years. He later recalled: ‘Bon was the cute little drummer with cute little eyes, pixie-like ears, a cute, turned-up nose, a cute

  little Scottish accent, and about four very obvious cute little tattoos.’ He added: ‘You just knew if you hung out with him you were going to have a good time.’




  When original Perth kingpin Johnny Young finally had a No. 1 national hit with the single Stevie Wright and George Young had written for him, ‘Step Back’, in June 1966, he did what

  every aspiring pop artist did in Australia in those days and relocated to Melbourne – then the centre of the Australian music scene, such as it was. With Johnny gone, that left the Spektors

  and the Winztons to fight it out for top spot. Vince Lovegrove, however, had a better idea. Why didn’t the two groups combine, forming one almighty supergroup, mopping up all the local

  bookings for themselves? With Bon’s own group starting to look shaky – Bon and Wyn wanted to keep going, but for the others the novelty of working every weekend was starting to wear off

  as they found girls they wanted to marry and settle down with – there were no objections from the Spektors. When a local DJ named Alan Robinson, of Radio 6KA in Perth, came up with a name for

  this new group – The Valentines – it seemed there was no turning back.




  Specialising initially in pop-soul covers of hits by the likes of Wilson Pickett and Sam and Dave, the group’s gimmick was that it boasted two singers: Vince Lovegrove and Bon Scott, with

  Vince in the lead role as the handsome hunk who delivered the songs straight-faced, and Bon his less conventionally good-looking, cheeky chappie sidekick. According to Vince, neither of them was

  yet confident enough to work alone. ‘We worked off each other a lot. We had a pretty wild stage act for the time. We’d jump up on the amps; have fire bombs going off . . . We’d

  work stuff out beforehand, what we’d do and what we wouldn’t do.’ The Perth scene was largely a cabaret scene, where they would have corkage fees, bring your

  own bottle, as a way around not having a drinks licence. The clubs stayed open until 3 a.m. though and the pay was decent enough. More lucrative, if more dangerous, were the clubs that catered for

  the moneyed-up workers that came down from the mining towns in north Australia. Places like Mount Tom Price, where the miners would work for six months then have three months off, and ride into

  Perth to spend all their dough in licensed discos like the Top Hat, North Side and Trend Setter. What they wanted to hear was Top 40 stuff and The Valentines were happy to give it to them for pay.

  The Valentines would wear puff sleeves, blue sharkskin suits and big smiles as they delivered ‘Build Me Up Buttercup’, Bon clutching his breast on the word ‘heart’ while

  Vince simmered and swayed. Bon had proved he had a voice, belting out ‘Gloria’ with the Spektors. But it was Vince who encouraged him to think more about his singing. The only places

  they tried out their own original material, usually written by Vince and Bon, were the surf clubs along the west coast, which regularly held ‘stomps’. One they played regularly was

  Swanbourne, on the beach. But they didn’t pay as well as the city centre gaffs and the band soon left them behind, as they did all the little clubs eventually, as their star rapidly rose and

  with it their ambitions.




  As Vince wrote in an article in 2008: ‘When he sang, Bon took off into charisma-land; his eyes would twinkle, his brows would slightly raise, his lips would purse into an impish grin, his

  swagger demanding attention. Bon had a raw, unique voice which would be perfect as an offset to my rather flimsy pop voice.’ Together they would take on the world. ‘We were very poor,

  almost starving, driving down the highways, absorbed with rock’n’roll, stealing people’s front-door milk money to survive, living on boiled potatoes, the dreams of success our

  mantra.’ Bon chucked in his job at the Egg Board and became a postman, delivering the mail each morning on his bicycle. He’d come to work often still wearing his stage gear from the

  night before, still awake and sweating bullets. Vince worked at Pellew’s Menswear, in Fremantle, and Bon would drop in on him on his rounds. He and Vince would go round the corner from the

  shop and have a snort of speed or a drink, or both. ‘We’d dream our dream of what we were gonna do next,’ said Vince.




  When, in October, P. J. Proby arrived for a concert in Perth, there could be only one support act: The Valentines. By the New Year they’d been offered their own record deal with Clarion

  Records, the same label that had taken Johnny Young to the top. Run by local Perth businessman Martin Clarke, Clarion had begun just the year before, part of the first wave of Australian

  independent labels dedicated to domestic talent. As such, money was tight. The first Valentines recording session took place in a tiny basement studio off Hay Street in Perth’s city centre.

  Recording through the night, when studio rates were virtually free, they left blinking into the sunlight the following morning with the two tracks that would constitute their first single: a

  rough-and-ready cover of an Arthur Alexander country-soul number called ‘Every Day I Have To Cry’ (a catchy ditty that would later provide hits for Ike and Tina Turner, The McCoys,

  Dusty Springfield and others), backed with their one-take version of an obscure Small Faces track, ‘I Can’t Dance With You’. Released in May 1967, and backed by heavy rotation on

  Alan Robinson’s Radio 6KA show, it actually made the Top 5 of the Western Australian charts. Not a national hit but proof – real, solid, hold-it-in-your-hand-and-taste-it proof at last

  – that Bon’s dreams had actually become more than that now. That he was proper, at last: a proper singer in a proper group. Second banana still, maybe, but a singer nonetheless, with a

  record to show for it and a bloody good one at that.




  When the Vallies, as they became known to their growing band of fans, then opened for the biggest act in Australia, The Easybeats, for two shows at His Majesty’s Theatre in June 1967, it

  was the closest they’d ever come to the real thing. Already superstars in Oz, the Easys had just returned from the UK, where ‘Friday On My Mind’ had turned them into a stellar

  international success too. Like every other aspiring young Australian pop act, the Vallies took their cues directly from the Easys. Bon in particular, who bore more than a passing resemblance to

  their singer, even began aping many of the streetwise stage moves of ‘Little’ Stevie Wright. The Vallies couldn’t believe their luck when the headliners

  invited their callow support act to come back to their hotel afterwards and party with them. The Easybeats were the real thing, surrounded by screaming teenage girls wherever they went, onstage or

  off, night and day. Vince and Bon got high simply trailing in their fumes. When at the end George Young and Stevie Wright insisted on both bands swapping shirts like a pair of opposing football

  teams at the end of a great match, Bon was made up. When George and Harry Vanda then flippantly offered to throw a song together for them, making it up virtually on the spot, Bon looked at Vince

  and for the first time in his life didn’t know what to say.




  The song itself, ‘She Said’, was as inconsequential a ditty as anything George and Harry would ever put their names to, replete with Bon wittering away on cringe-inducingly awful

  recorder. But it was another hit, giving them their second Top 10 Western Australian single, again backed by Robinson at 6KA. When that same summer The Valentines won the Western Australian

  Hoadley’s Battle of the Bands competition and qualified to appear in the finals in Melbourne, Vince and Bon convinced themselves that The Valentines were ready to become a national presence.

  One able to follow in the footsteps of other recent domestic success stories like Johnny Young, Ray Brown and the Whispers, Billy Thorpe & The Aztecs and, not least, their beloved new best

  mates, The Easybeats. ‘She Said’ had carried all that promise in its flimsy, clichéd chords and wispy choruses; feelings hugely amplified by this talent contest win and with it

  the chance of a lifetime to travel cross-country to Melbourne, Australia’s music Mecca. More important, it would become just the first of three hit songs The Easybeats would write for the

  Vallies over the next couple of years, all of them hits. And though neither man knew it then, it was also the start of what would become one of the most significant and successful relationships Bon

  Scott and George Young would ever have.




  Jetted into Melbourne for the televised finals, both Vince and Bon fully expected to win – their luck had been so good lately. The show itself was held before 5,000 overexcited teenagers.

  There were 12 bands in all, from all over Australia, each playing two songs. First prize: an all-expenses-paid trip to London. The Vallies took to the stage brimming with

  confidence and put on a good show. Yet they did not win, narrowly missing out to an outfit called, non-ironically, The Groop. Deflated and disappointed but refusing to show it, Vince and Bon simply

  went out into the hall and did everything they could to impress upon people the mistake they had made in not voting them the winners. Second prize did have some comforts though: they got to spend

  four days in Melbourne checking out all the hip music clubs that Melbourne was then famous for, so very different from the provincial beer-and-skirt joints they were used to playing back home.

  While Bon made dozens of new best friends in every bar he got drunk in, Vince networked furiously, hanging out with local scene-setters like Ian ‘Molly’ Meldrum of the influential

  Go-Set magazine, and well-known Melbourne radio jock Stan ‘The Man’ Rofe, both of whom had caught the show and told Vince how much they’d liked what they’d seen,

  encouraging him to bring the band out to stay, promising him they had what it took to make it in the big city. By the time they were sat next to each other on the flight back to Perth, Vince and

  Bon and the rest of the group were agreed: they would be going back to Melbourne just as soon as they could. And this time they would not be coming back until they were stars. Not some talent show

  winners like The Groop, but proper actual stars in their own right.




  Vince was the one with all the ambition at that point; the leader of the group determined to make the most of this golden opportunity, willing to sacrifice anything to do so. Bon, who shared

  those dreams, but still saw them more as just that – dreams – had more pressing reasons for wanting to get down to Melbourne. Maria had already moved out there some months before. Tired

  of Bon’s philandering, sick of waiting for him to come back from his endless one-night stands on the road with The Valentines, a bright girl who’d decided there was more to life than

  working in a small pay office in Fremantle, waiting for someone to marry her who didn’t even have a proper job anymore, she’d set out to make her own dreams come true in Melbourne,

  beating Bon to it by more than six months.




  Now, just a week before he and Vince would set out on the long train ride back to Melbourne, Bon wrote to Maria, telling her of his big plans. How he and Vince were selling

  everything they owned in order to raise the money for the trip. Plaintively, he told her how much he hoped ‘we can both have a good time together when I arrive’ and that ‘it works

  out this time’ or he would be ‘so flippin’ lonely’. Maria, for her part, was hoping Bon would keep to his word this time and join her in her new home town. No one else,

  though, wanted him to go, could see the sense of it. ‘No one in Perth could understand why we wanted to leave,’ moaned Vince. Clinton Walker would later write how the scene at the

  station the morning they all set off for Melbourne ‘was like something out of Exodus. Mothers were sobbing, fathers stoic. The boys were beside themselves. They felt like explorers or

  crusaders . . .’ The journey across the Nullarbor Plain lasted for four long days and nights, all sense of expectancy quashed as the bedraggled gang sat huddled with their suitcases and

  equipment in the cheap seats. They bought some beer to help pass the time but they didn’t seem to feel it, no matter how many tinnies they downed. Eventually they all just sat there, staring

  out the window and smoking, wondering what the fuck. They had told everyone they would not be back until they had made it. They had meant it when they said it, perhaps. Now sitting there fretting

  over their future, they did not feel so brave or confident. Who did they think they were kidding, thinking they were going to return home stars? What a load of bullshit, mate.




  Yet that’s exactly what they did.




  



  




   


 


 


 


CHAPTER THREE




  Young Blood




   




   




   




   




  When his great adventure with The Easybeats finally ended, prematurely, at the end of 1969, after their inability to follow up ‘Friday

  On My Mind’ with anything remotely as successful internationally, George Young was still only 23 and in no mood to call it a day. Angry, frustrated, this was one Aussie not content to go

  travelling around the Old Country for a few years then return home to spend the rest of his days regaling the folks back home with what a shithouse England was. For the shrewd, thick-skinned and

  bloody-minded George, if anything his experiences with The Easybeats, who had found fame but never really come within touching distance of real fortune, left him more determined than ever to prove

  his worth, both inside and, most especially, outside of Australia.




  Fortunately for him, in the slightly older, more laconic Harry Vanda, George had a musical and business partner willing to hang on in there with him and lend support. The two had started the

  group five years before and it was the two of them that saw it through to the bitter end, closer than ever; a bond deepened by the fact that it was George and Harry that had come up with the

  Easys’ biggest hit, ‘Friday On My Mind’. Recorded during their first overseas sessions, at Abbey Road Studios in London, in the summer of 1966 – originally overseen by Ted

  Albert, until in a weird future echo of what would happen to George and Harry as producers of AC/DC, Ted was replaced by a record company impatient for a sound that would translate onto British and

  American radio, installing Shel Talmy of Who and Kinks fame – ‘Friday On My Mind’ was an infectious little pop-powerhouse built upon two similar but opposing

  riffs, and spiced with clucking backing vocals inspired by the French vocal a cappella group The Swingle Singers. It gave The Easybeats another Australian No. 1 and, more significantly, their first

  – and only – major chart hit in Britain and America.




  From here on in, George never wrote with anyone other than Harry, a situation that left singer Stevie Wright, George’s former songwriting partner, feeling increasingly alienated within the

  group. By then, however, Stevie, always a volatile character, as good frontmen tend to be, was on the road to booze and drug addiction, his previously charming wayward behaviour slowly but surely

  dwindling down to being unreliable, indifferent and, eventually, impossible. Though George and Harry continued to write great songs, they never did find a way to replicate the success of

  ‘Friday On My Mind’. Not with The Easybeats anyway, where they tried every different type of style to find a follow-up, including syrupy orchestrated ballads. ‘It was a classic

  mistake from our point of view,’ George later recalled. ‘We were a rock’n’roll band and what was a rock band doing with this cornball schmaltzy shit?’ A hard-learned

  lesson they would later pass on to their little brothers.




  There were some last hurrahs – a rollicking single, ‘Good Times’, which became a more modest international hit in 1968, and featured Small Faces vocalist Steve Marriott on

  raspy backing vocals, and was said to be a favourite of Paul McCartney, who had phoned Radio One personally to request they play it. (Around the same time, McCartney had also signed George’s

  elder brother Alex – the Young who’d stayed behind when the rest of the family relocated to Australia five years before – as a songwriter for The Beatles’ newly established

  Apple publishing company, making him part of Grapefruit, a new group named after a Yoko Ono book and art exhibit. Alex was ridd by John Lennon for the group as George Alexander. An extraordinary

  situation that found both Lennon and McCartney co-credited as producers of tracks on the band’s debut album, around. The group, however, lasted just two years and had little commercial

  success, and interest quickly waned.)




  Already looking beyond The Easybeats, by the start of 1969 George and Harry were sharing a flat in Bayswater, which till then had been a small studio for recording jingles

  for pirate radio stations. They turned it into their own four-track recording facility, working on their own together, knocking out demos ostensibly intended for the Easys but, in truth, for

  anybody else that was interested too. Among them, the song ‘Peculiar Hole In The Sky’, written with their young mates in The Valentines in mind, and, interestingly, the song that would

  become the final Easybeats single, a back-to-basics rock number called ‘St Louis’, a direct precursor for the kind of upbeat song – and raucous sound – George and Harry

  would encourage the fledgling AC/DC to develop.




  When, after one last tour of Australia at the end of the year intended to mop up a significant chunk of the $85,000 debt The Easybeats were now in, George and Harry decided to become full-time

  songwriters and producers for other artists, it seemed like a typically smart move. But the new Vanda–Young imprimatur got off to a less than encouraging start when they arrived back in

  London at the start of 1970 and found themselves having to start from scratch again. Yet they wouldn’t give in. Or rather, George wouldn’t give in. Easygoing Harry didn’t seem to

  care where he laid his hat, but for George going back to Oz was still seen as failure, making it in London the ultimate goal, on the ladder to making it in New York.




  None of their efforts were a success though and finally, in 1973, under the aegis of a face-saving deal with Ted Albert, George Young and Harry Vanda returned to Sydney. Shrewd as ever, the deal

  Ted offered amounted to an offer George and Harry couldn’t refuse – or would have been extremely foolish to have turned down. Essentially a three-way partnership in Albert Productions,

  with regular cash advances set against future royalty earnings, it was the kind of deal that all sides could see as an investment. Ted would be the boss: the one ultimately to decide who should be

  signed and what records they would release. But it would be up to George and Harry to find the acts and produce – and often write – their records.




  By the start of 1974, the deal – unofficially known between the three as the Albert Hendrick Redburn venture (a combo of Ted’s surname and Harry and

  George’s middle names), aka the AHR agreement – was ready to be signed. However, as the company secretary at the time, Brian Byrne, would later recall to Jane Albert, ‘We did go

  to see a solicitor to draw up a draft contract but it all became so complicated we said “forget it” and it remained a gentleman’s agreement, done on a handshake.’ After the

  meeting they all returned to the King Street office ‘and everybody pledged a note of trust in each other and we decided to give it a go’. The AHR agreement would be renegotiated

  periodically, reflecting the increasing success of the partnership, and would remain the template for all George and Harry’s business with Alberts right up until 2001. Harry would later

  describe it ‘like falling into a bloody goldmine’. When their very first record under the new agreement – Steve Wright’s ‘Evie’, released on the newly minted

  Albert Productions record label – went to No. 1, it seemed everybody’s faith was justified. Over the next few years the names Vanda and Young, always said in tandem, became the gold

  standard for guaranteed success in the Australian music business, notching up 20 Top 10 singles and 18 Top 20 albums between 1973 and 1980.




  Crucial to this eventual success was the faith Ted Albert showed in the struggling young team. They may not have reached the heights of the record business in London, but they had amassed a

  staggering collection of top-drawer demos of potential hit songs, and they had also had an unrepeatable opportunity to hone their skills as producers and sound-recordists, singers and

  multi-instrumentalists. When Ted opened up Alberts’ new studios, at Boomerang House, he shrewdly judged that if he had his own in-house production team already making hit singles, it would

  bring in business from outside labels and artists, making Alberts the leading studio in Sydney, which till then had always sent its artists – including those signed with Alberts – to

  studios in Melbourne. He also wanted names that would be well-known to the domestic music scene and who better than the Australian Lennon and McCartney? Equally important, he wanted guys he could

  trust; that were already part of the extended Alberts family. That they were now having hard times didn’t hurt either. It was always good to bring guys in when they

  really needed to prove something – to themselves and to everybody else.
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