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In 2018 Christian O’Connell was one of the UK’s biggest radio stars, the youngest DJ ever to be inducted into the UK Radio Hall of Fame and the winner of an unprecedented 25 radio awards. As a stand-up comedian he sold out national tours.

Then he decided to move to Australia. Struggling at first and written off by industry experts, against great odds on-air and off-air his breakfast show on GOLD FM in Melbourne went to the highly coveted Number 1 spot within eighteen months, giving the station its highest ratings in over twenty years, making Christian the first DJ to have Number 1 breakfast shows on both sides of the world.
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To Sarah

For calling out my BS since 1996
and

For free-falling through life with me

PS

I hate craft fairs, so do the kids
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PROLOGUE

My last show on air, London, May 2018

Absolute Radio Studios, Soho

The song ending is by Echo and the Bunnymen, ‘Nothing Lasts Forever . . .’

[Song fades]

I pause trying to find the words among the tidal wave of big emotions, I rub my chest soothing my aching heart. It’s time.

Time to say goodbye to two million people listening right now, all over the UK.

‘I’m not going to say goodbye . . . I’m going to say thank you, for twelve years I got to do this! This was and will always be my dream, I still remember listening to this show, ironing my shirt to go and do a job I didn’t want to be doing in sales. I was sleepwalking through my life . . . what a ride that I got to do this for twelve years . . .

‘Radio is disposable, I’ve always understood that, and this show’s memory will fade . . .

‘You shouldn’t feel bad about that . . .

‘But it will never fade from my heart . . . this song is all I have left to say . . .’

I start the last song, ‘Thank You For Being a Friend’.

I walk round the radio desk to hug my sidekick and great friend Richie. ‘Thank You For Being a Friend’ acts as a live soundtrack. I take one last look around a room that has so many memories and changed my life, a safe place when life outside was hard. I stroke the light switch I’d hit every morning when I strolled into the studio at 5.30 a.m.

As I head out of the station the entire staff line the stairways to send me off. Clapping, patting, some have tears in their eyes.

Out on the streets of London I hail a taxi and head to meet my family at Heathrow airport, we have a flight to catch.

One way to Australia.

In two weeks’ time I will start a new radio show on the other side of the world.

The first message I will get from my new listeners will say . . .

‘Fuck off home’





INTRODUCTION

The story I don’t
want to tell you

If you can’t do it anymore, then you could train to become a hairdresser or something . . .

SARAH O’CONNELL

I was 44 when my life fell apart.

I’m bent over a bin. At a radio station. One of the most famous ones in England. The radio station, that is, not the bin.

I tell stories for a living but this one I’ve tried to hide from, to bury deep. There is always some part of us we are trying to look away from. But if I’m going to honestly tell you the story of why I moved to the other side of the world, it starts at this bin. Like all great stories.

I’m in the post room of the radio station. I’m due to start my show in seventeen minutes. The show has two million listeners and goes all over the UK. It’s the Number 1 show.

The clock on the wall above me seems to be going faster and faster. When you excitedly look forward to something, time goes so slowly. I remember on my wedding day, I couldn’t wait, it was as if every slow dripping second was a chance for fate to deny me this magical event at midday. When you fear something, time takes on an undeniable magnetic urgency, pulling you rapidly towards events and situations. This clock right now is moving me when I’m trying not to move, I can’t. I’ve somehow added another option to the flight or fight response: bin.

Radio stations have clocks everywhere. Everything is built around time. The news, travel updates, the start and finish of every single show, the length of the songs and advertising breaks, all dictated by time. When I first started working in radio, I suddenly found time and its omnipotent presence utterly terrifying. I even used to jog to the toilet with a stopwatch, like a madman, so I would know exactly how long I had before the song was ending and I was due to start talking again. Then the utter dread if a routine number one suddenly turned into a number two. If you ever hear me play ‘Stairway to Heaven’, you’ll know what’s happened. Plant and Page gave all DJs a great eight minutes and two seconds with that epic song.

One radio boss advised me that my success as a morning-show DJ relied on me becoming a ‘human alarm clock’ to my listeners. I pointed out this was the 21st century and clocks were everywhere: car dashboards, microwave ovens, televisions, phones and those lesser-known devices called watches. This was also the same boss who advised me to donate one of my kidneys to a listener, ‘to show I cared’. None of them was asking for a kidney, oh no, he just thought I could run it as some kind of competition. To win my left kidney.

Oprah gave her audience cars, I would give away major organs.

This cold metallic grey clock is a big old-school analogue one that makes a noise when the minute hand moves. It’s a clock that exists only in the world of entertainment. You’ve seen it in every movie needing to show us the impending deadline for the bomb going off/train departing to freedom/high noon showdown/time-travelling back to the future/time left in the game.

Right now, it feels like an executioner’s axe moving ever closer to 6 a.m. and my show and showdown. It’s looming over me as I hang on to this bin, fearing I’m about to die.

Clunk goes the minute hand . . . 5.44 a.m.

Normally this time before the show is my special time. The counting down clock excites me. After 22 years on the radio, time is my friend. I try to quiet my excitable racing mind and allow room for what the day’s show will be. It’s a magical hour before we go live to the UK and I get to do what I love doing. I have the best job in the world. I’ve dreamt of doing this since I was a kid.

Today is different. The dream has become a nightmare.

I’m looking up at the clock in the post room and I’m frozen, leaning over a bin and vomiting. I’m having what I later find out is called a panic attack. At the time I seriously thought I was going to die.

Clunk.

The executioner’s clock hand moves again. It’s fifteen minutes until showtime. My feet go icy cold as if I’m losing contact with the very ground beneath me, as if there’s nothing holding me to the planet.

My phone goes, it’s my producer, I click ignore. I’m terrified, I feel trapped and that fucking clock is going faster and faster towards showtime. I can’t move let alone do a four-hour radio show and be funny.

Eventually my now-concerned producer locates me, hugging the bin, eyes bloodshot from being sick and wide with fear. It’s not a good look.

‘Shit!’ he says upon finding me like this.

I see him glance up at the clock. Yeah, I know, it’s now 5.48 a.m., twelve minutes until showtime.

But to me, I’m seconds away from dying.

I’ve never felt more scared in my life. Scared of what’s happening to me, scared that I can’t do the show and truly scared that I’ll never be the same again. Radio is my joy. Why is this now happening to me that I can’t even make it into the one place in the world that’s my happy place?

My sickening rising thought and fear is that some part of me is broken beyond repair. That I’m about to be found out.

‘You look terrible, head home, I’ll call the boss now,’ my producer says and rushes off, not before taking me in one more time, as if just to make sure that what he sees is actually happening.

Head home and say what?

‘Oh, I didn’t really fancy it today.’

What exactly would I tell my wife as I come home without doing the show? What would we say to the kids? Dodgy curry? The worry of letting my family down, losing my mind and job, makes it all even worse. As these thoughts and images play out on my mind’s projection screen, plus the shame of not being able to provide, not being a strong man, I’m really starting to spin out. It’s like my brain’s a hamster wheel travelling so fast it’s burning up.

I manage to pry my whitened knuckles away from my comfort bin: maybe I’ll start taking one on a plane to have alongside people’s comfort dogs.

I stumble out of the radio station and suddenly the streets of London feel overwhelming. I almost want to hug the walls to keep me connected to the ground. I feel so weak and small I could fly off into orbit.

I make my walk of shame through London’s West End onto Regent Street and the giant burning LED advertising screens of Piccadilly Circus. Then feel the noise of the roaring rush-hour commuter traffic that I normally broadcast to as their friend in the morning.

Today is not my friend. Morning has broken.

Me.

I collapse into the back of a London black cab; the driver does a double-take when he recognises me.

‘Can’t be arsed today?’ he chuckles. London taxi drivers have been some of my biggest supporters in more than seventeen years of being on air to the city. Today I sink down into the back seat, unable to quite fit the persona he thinks is in his taxi. ‘Heavy night was it, OC? Legend mate!’

I nod along politely. ‘Yeah, something like that.’

At the time I thought this was undeniably the worst day of my life.

It was one of the best.





PART ONE





1

The man in the shed

Never trust a stranger with your secrets, son.

MY DAD

I was sitting somewhere I did not want to be. A therapist’s office.

I always thought if I ended up in therapy, it would be a bit like a lifeguard having to pull you out of life’s swimming pool. Therapy wasn’t for me.

I was successful, I had awards and a nice house to show me that. The house had a big garden, a crunchy gravel driveway and, get this, I had a big kitchen with a KITCHEN ISLAND!

Look at me, Mum and Dad! Look what I’ve done!

Therapy was for fuck-ups. And I’m not one of those.

But now, I’m going to see a therapist.

As I walked to my first therapy session, I thought of the board game Snakes and Ladders. It felt like I had landed on a snake and I had slid down somewhere I didn’t want to be. This was not part of the plan I had for my life now at my age.

The pre–radio show anxiety attacks had gotten so severe I wasn’t able to do several shows, blaming a ‘viral infection’.

I thought my life as I knew it was over. What a cruel way to come undone, so that I couldn’t do the very thing I’d been rewarded for working so hard at and that I loved so much. What was I meant to do now?

My wife was, as ever, a rock. Saying we could sell the house, I could do something else.

This shows what a big-hearted caring wife I have, trying to take all the pressure off me.

But what else did she think I could do? Doing what I do, my skillset is tiny, negligible. At one point she’d said I could maybe open up a hairdressing salon.

What, like when Daniel Day Lewis left Hollywood for a few years to work as a shoe cobbler in Ireland? I’d said a few times how I would have loved to have been a hairdresser. I’d bought a top-of-the-range hairdryer so I could do my daughters’ hair after their baths when they were younger, but now I’m opening a salon?

Something else?

There’s only ever been this.

I checked the address again on Google Maps. He had said on the phone, ‘Walk down the alleyway at the side of my house and let yourself in through the gate five minutes before our session. You’ll find my office on the left.’

I did. It was a . . . shed?

What the . . .?

No, this can’t be right. I walked back out the gate fearing I’d just broken into someone’s garden and would have to give the lamest excuse ever when questioned by a startled homeowner: ‘I thought this was my therapist’s office,’ as I pointed to a shed.

Nope, this was the right place.

And it was a shed.

A very nice shed, but by all objective measures, a shed. To my knowledge, I don’t believe Dr Freud worked out of his shed, paint pots in one corner, Sigmund’s rusty old lawnmower in the other and the smell of turps in the air.

Not only is a shed a worrying indicator of the quality of a therapist, this one was also late.

As I waited, all I could think about was how I wasn’t a ‘therapy guy’.

I really didn’t want to be here, but I was totally exhausted from worrying about what was wrong with me. I couldn’t work. I needed to get my shit together.

Now this therapist was already pissing me off by being late for our first session. He works in his garden, how can he be late?

So, I sat in his shed annoyed at his time keeping. Was this some technique? Was he just watching on a remote camera, sipping his coffee and laughing? It was starting to feel more like waiting for a serial killer than therapy.

He finally wandered in, seemingly distant and cold, which made me feel even more on edge.

He sat down calmly, no apology about the time. Took a big sigh out, showed a welcoming half-smile and said, ‘Your name is familiar, but I don’t really listen to breakfast radio, tell me about yourself.’

With my job, people can’t wait to tell you, ‘Oh, I listen to someone else,’ when they ask what I do for a living. You wouldn’t say that to a plumber when he told you his job, ‘Oh, you’re not my plumber, I use Ray.’

‘Oh sure, yeah Ray’s great.’

What is it about my line of work that makes people want to tell me that I’m not their type? If they met Mick Jagger, do they immediately say, ‘Oh, I don’t listen to you, I’m more a Beatles guy.’

I bet they do.

I’d only come to get help from a therapist because my wife, Sarah, kindly suggested I go. She said, ‘You need help.’

Those caring, kind and tender three words my fragile male ego translated into, ‘You’re a hot mess and the kids are wondering why Dad is rocking back and forth staring out the window.’

I started to explain to him why I was there, about the panic attacks.

‘I know why you are here, you said on the phone, but it might help to tell me about yourself.’

A quick look on Wikipedia could’ve fixed that, but I guess that wouldn’t give him the chance to charge me by the hour. Plus, in fairness, Wikipedia says I was a thirteen-year-old National Nunchuck Champion in 1986. I guess there are worse lies to have told about yourself.

So, I reluctantly started to tell the man in the shed about myself.

•

I go back to 1998, when I got married at age 25. It was for society’s good as much as my own. I still have no idea what my wife saw in me.

When we first met, I had a job in telesales, selling advertising space in a photography magazine. That statement right there, it’s enough to drive any woman wild.

I’m talking headset with a mic, crammed into a cubicle in an office with hundreds of others, like battery hens.

My playboy assets were, well, nothing, except a huge crippling debt from university where I’d spent more time at the bar than raising it.

When Sarah and I started dating, my diet was mainly beer and toast, and I was mumbling into my pint glass about wanting to be a radio DJ or a stand-up comedian. I was doing the odd open-mic stand-up spot in London in very rough pubs. This was around 1996. Comedy was huge in London with many comedy clubs and some really great stand-ups.

Meanwhile, I was performing to six drunks on a Monday night in the East End on a milk crate ‘stage’ (six milk crates taped together). One night a fight broke out between two of the eight audience members. I carried on with ‘my set’ as everyone turned to watch the drunks fight, and I had the awful realisation that the fight was more entertaining than my stand-up. Which is why now, when I tour, I have two drunks fight on stage as my warm-up.

I had no real game plan. I was drifting and starting to sleepwalk through my life. Part of me was dying, and not just my liver. It was the part that had a dream and a belief that I could do something with my life. Sadly, that part had met the tidal force of real life and how it demands so much from you and cares very little for your fragile aspirations and hopes. It wants to keep you in a lane, to confine you.

Every morning felt like Groundhog Day, my soon-to-be wife would have to kick me out of bed to reluctantly start another day, ironing a shirt while listening to the morning radio and just wanting to be doing that.

They—the people on the radio—were, to me, in the Emerald City. I wanted to make my way there. But I had no idea how I could get from my tiny south London flat into a radio studio. I was struggling every morning to get the 7.22 a.m. from Crystal Palace to London Victoria station.

Sarah was a lawyer and hated it, because she has this thing called a soul. We’d drag our heels out the door every morning to begin days neither of us really wanted.

We got burgled a few weeks before our wedding and my financial situation was so dire the thieves left my credit card.

They had rifled through my credit card statements, which was easy to do as they were all in red, and pitied me. They probably thought, ‘Should we leave him some money or something?’

I was so broke I even had to borrow the money from Sarah to pay for my own wedding suit. Who marries this loser? If one of my daughters met a guy like me at that point, I’d tell them to walk away.

Our wedding rings cost $150 (£85) for the pair. For the record, two things: I have paid back the money for the suit, and I have offered my wife an upgrade on her wedding ring, something maybe around the $200 (£115) mark, because she’s worth it.

I actually love the fact our wedding rings were dirt cheap, it grounds me. It grounds us. It reminds me of where we came from. Burglars pitying me. To my wife, it’s a constant reminder of the poor choices she made in life—a good woman thinking I could change.

Just a few months after getting married I was in another sales job I’d been headhunted for. Accidentally, my reluctant sales career was going great. I was now working for a group of radio stations around Britain, selling sponsorships and promotions.

This was my wife’s idea. Get a job, any job, as near to radio as possible, and find a way in that way. I said this was a terrible idea as Howard Stern wasn’t discovered because one day the morning DJ didn’t turn up and they yelled out into the sales office, ‘Any of you guys funny?’

However, annoyingly, it turned out to be the first in a very long series of very good ideas my wife had. My wife lives to be right and say, ‘Told you so.’ If she had been married to JFK, she’d have suggested they not take the convertible and later, as those sniper’s bullets hit, my wife would’ve simply said, ‘Told you so.’

Down at the pub after work one night, I heard that a DJ from one of the radio stations had quit the breakfast show. I happened to meet the Australian who ran all the radio stations the company owned and who was in charge of all the DJs. I drunkenly told him that most of their breakfast shows were painfully unfunny, and he offered me an audition at the same time as asking me if I wanted another beer. I said yes to both.

‘Either you are as funny as you are here in the pub or you’ll be shithouse, either way I’m cool,’ he said in what I was to learn is the wonderfully laid-back but brutally honest Australian way.

Opportunity had presented itself. My wife was right, dammit. I woke up the next morning hungover and wondering what I’d agreed to, as I have many times in my life.

Top 5 Things I’ve Thought Were a Good Idea While Drunk in the Pub

1. Buy a boat with a guy I’d only met that night.

2. Put up a bounty of $1 million to anyone who could bring proof of aliens to my radio studio.

3. Host a TV game show in a bowling alley.

4. Buy a fire engine for my radio show, paid for by my boss as a promotional vehicle.

5. Carry out my producer’s vasectomy live on air.

So, in August 1998, just three months after getting married, I got the train out of London early one Saturday morning. The enormity of the opportunity weighed heavily on me and I remember nervously looking out of the train window as the countryside passed by, rushing me towards the moment I’d been waiting for.

In my mind was a constant question: Could I grasp the brass ring that life was offering me? How many times does life ask of us, ‘Are we equal to the moment?’

As soon as I walked into that dingy windowless studio in the seaside town of Bournemouth, I felt a deep sense of calm. Like I belonged. This was where I was meant to be. The desk, the microphones, the faders. The potential of what you can do with that microphone. To this day, 23 years later, I still get excited when I see a radio studio.

It’s always been like that, since I entered my very first radio studio. Something in me comes alive.

•

Like the time when Sarah was in hospital being induced for our first daughter, Ruby. I was told to help calm the situation by going away for a while.

This was a real shame as I’d taken a two-hour course in pressure-point massage to help ease labour pains. I was pressing a special point on my wife’s ankle while she was in some distress and I calmly assured her that sweet relief was on its way thanks to ancient Chinese medicine thousands of years old and . . . sadly I had barely begun my magical healing powers when my wife kicked me away like a feral donkey, and at the same time—she can really multi-task, my wife—yelled, ‘Fuck off, Chris.’

‘Perhaps your husband would want to go for a walk, get some fresh air . . .’

In other words, get old Dr Quinn, Medicine Man out of here.

So I went to get my wife a cup of tea, because we are English. Forget gas and drugs, a cup of milky tepid hospital tea will be just what my in-labour wife will need. For us Brits, it’s one of our five a day.

Off I went around the hospital and I came across their little hospital radio studio and I immediately calmed down.

My first-ever radio gig was on hospital radio. I was seventeen and it was in my hometown’s biggest hospital, Winchester Hospital, which had its own in-house hospital radio station.

Hospital radio is a big thing in Britain, and many big-name radio DJs started there. The stations broadcast to the patients, and were run by very well meaning and enthusiastic volunteers. My dad voiced his natural distrust of them, quietly saying, ‘There’s something weird about volunteers.’

My dad spoke very quietly when making a point, like Clint Eastwood in The Outlaw Josey Wales. He’d squint into the distance, like Clint, as he shared some ‘life wisdom’ with me. Here I’ve recorded some so that future generations can benefit from this wise man’s teachings.

Top 5 Wise Words from My Dad

1.‘Never trust a man with a beard, they’re hiding something.’

2.‘I can tell a lot about a man from the state of his shoes.’

3.‘Never swim within an hour of eating a heavy meal. You’ll live to regret it.’

4.‘This is how they get you’ when some hidden fee is revealed.

5.‘Don’t sell me a dog’—meaning don’t lie to him, nope, I’ve got no idea either.

Back to hospitals having their own radio stations. At each bedside, on every ward, was a little radio where patients could choose between several proper professional radio stations, or the in-house hospital one, run by these enthusiastic volunteers. I never understood why anyone, in hospital, ill, scared and fighting for their life, would choose an amateur radio station like WHR FM (Winchester Hospital Radio) and a show hosted by a clueless seventeen-year-old.

I started there after I wrote them a letter and was invited to come in and meet the ‘boss’, a postman off on medical leave.

When I got there, I was blown away by the quality of the equipment in the studio. State-of-the-art CD players and turn-tables, all paid for by public donations, better than some of the professional radio stations I would begin my career in. It made me question the underfunded hospital barely able to get essential lifesaving equipment, while a pretend radio station was fully kitted out.

The pretend radio station boss, Andrew, and I chatted and after he heard me speak, he was no doubt blown away by the pipes God gave me and offered me a show right there and then on the spot. Prime time. Sunday 10 p.m.

Wait, Sunday 10 p.m.?

Who is listening then?

Especially to a two-hour request show.

One major problem—we had no listeners, so no requests. Therefore, being a young gun, before my show I would walk around the entire hospital with my notepad, asking at the foot of every bed if they’d like a song request.

Looking back now, I shudder in horror at my inability to read the situations I was walking into, in my desperation to get a song request. A mixture of ambition and teenage selfishness blinded me as I would approach a family at the bedside of someone clearly very ill on a respirator and asked if the patient would like a song played. Still not put off by irritated family members glaring at me, I’d shuffle around the bed asking if any of the gathered family would like a song.

Turns out they didn’t. The only request people were making at this point was for more morphine. And for me to take my pathetic empty notepad and go away.

Maybe I should’ve called the show ‘Last Requests’.

Six Sundays this carried on until mid-show late one evening heading into my second hour on a very real graveyard shift, I got bored.

There was a Frank Sinatra song playing on a turntable. I stopped it midway, opened my fader and turned on my mic.

‘That was for Elsa, but we have just heard she has just passed away so there’s no point playing out the rest of that, which means we can now play a song for someone who is alive.’

I thought this was funny. Look, I was bored, seventeen and looking for mischief. Can I just say there was no Elsa, no one had died, it was a joke. Only we got complaints, which stunned me, complaints meant there were listeners. Awesome!

The hospital fired me.

It remains to this day the only radio station I’ve been fired from. Can you even ‘fire’ someone from something they aren’t being paid for?

I got sacked that night and cycled home in the dark, fearing that I’d just blown my entire radio career. My days as a bedside DJ were certainly over.

Years later as I looked at this little hospital studio as my wife literally laboured away a few floors above, this all came flooding back, only interrupted by a wild-eyed, bearded, radio volunteer handing me a flyer.

‘We’re having an audition for new presenters if you’re interested,’ he said.

By this stage, I was an actual DJ on a London breakfast show, but I didn’t tell him that as he’d probably tell me he listened to someone else. I just smiled at the echo of my first start.

My phone snapped me out of the reverie, it was my wife: ‘Chris! Where the hell have you been? The baby is coming!’

‘I’ve been reminiscing about my own life,’ didn’t feel like the correct response.

Instead, Radioboy leapt into action, as I handed back the flyer to the radio enthusiast grinning a bit too intensely at me. My dad was right, there is something weird about volunteers. Don’t even get me started on the state of his shoes.

•

Luckily, with my brief but eventful hospital radio career under my belt, I nailed the breakfast show audition in Bournemouth.

I got the gig and my life changed. It really did from that moment.

Steve, my new and first radio boss, actually gave me a lift home afterwards and as we chatted, he played back the audition tape.

He laughed a few times, then said what was to become his catchphrase, ‘Shithouse,’ after an admittedly very unfunny bit on my audition about missing dog posters, and why don’t they put them lower down on a telegraph pole so that dogs can see them. ‘Oh that’s Kenny’ a dog might say. ‘Just seen him down the park, now where’s my reward?’

‘Shithouse’ was a word Steve used a lot. Sometimes varying its use from a term for something being very bad, and sometimes merely as a form of punctuation. So in his Australian accent, roadworks would be ‘shithouse roadworks’, our climate ‘shithouse weather’ and sometimes my show would get a ‘the six o’clock hour today was shithouse’.

Steve took a huge gamble on me and I can never thank him enough. No one else in the country would’ve put me straight on air with no experience. I know his bosses above him said it was on him to make this work, and he was risking his job for me.

So Sarah and I moved out of London to the Vegas of South England.

Bournemouth.

I was finally starting my radio career.

I took a 60 per cent pay cut, just as I had finally started earning good money in a job I didn’t really want to be doing. I had just earned a bonus that month almost the size of my new job’s yearly salary. Steve said when he told me the money side of his offer, ‘You don’t get into radio to make money, that’s like a monk getting into a monastery to get laid.’

To be honest, I would’ve done it for free. I almost was.

When I handed in my notice, my sales job bosses looked at each other like I was mad.

‘Two years from now you could be the sales director, with a company car of your choice, BMW or Porsche. Radio is brutal, and you’ve never done it. Have you thought this over, chasing some fairytale?’

Yeah, every waking day since I was a teenager.

This was the easiest decision of my life.

My awesome wife even quit her lawyer’s job! And not for another job as a lawyer—she walked away from something she had been studying years for. Her colleagues thought she was mad. Her mum must’ve been so impressed that her former lawyer daughter had made a real safe bet in me.

‘One day you’re going to marry a handsome prince working in telesales with a headset, he will sweep you off your feet with a 60 per cent pay cut to go do a job he’s never done before.’

To be fair, her mum never said a bad word and wished us all the best as we chose risk and adventure over law and a company Porsche.

Things were really tight financially, so my ever-resourceful wife started up her own cleaning business. Every weekend I would go help her clean homes and do leaflet drops. It’s a good look for the new breakfast DJ, shoving leaflets through your letterbox on the weekend. I didn’t care, I was finally at the Emerald City. It wasn’t long though before I peered behind the curtain of radio and saw the scared little man running it.

I wish I could say that I was a natural DJ from day one, but I sucked.

Really sucked.

I’d made a deal with Sarah that I’d do it for two years and if it wasn’t happening and I wasn’t getting better, I’d go back to sales to become that future sales director I was destined to be.

In my first show I got the station’s frequency wrong and gave out the big rival’s one. They were Power FM, which was 103.2 FM, we were 2CR FM, on 102.3 FM. To me now this seems so inconsequential in the bigger picture of what radio is really about, but in my raw rookie days, this was HUGE.

Radio bosses talk all the time about ‘they’, meaning the other stations, and about ‘winning’ in the ratings. My boss had a copy of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War on his desk, as I discovered many radio bosses did. In the bosses’ minds, we were at war. Getting the frequency wrong was ‘a gift to them’. I was told after my first show, ‘Shithouse.’

I was also told by the big boss a few weeks later to ‘smile when you say the station name’.

‘2CR FM,’ he said, ‘should be said “Two SEE RRRRRRRRRR” and smile.’ This seemed utter bollocks to me.

I was reprimanded every day for not saying the station strapline as well: ‘Today’s Better Music Mix from the 80s, 90s and Today.’

This all just seemed so small and petty. None of it was about being funny, entertaining or interesting. But I went out and bought The Art of War. If I wanted a successful career in radio broadcasting, it made perfect sense to read an ancient Chinese military text from 5 BC from the mind of a military strategist.

Then maybe on to Winston Churchill’s Dummies Guide to World Wars. I couldn’t understand the connection between war—you know, actual humans shooting at each other and fighting for life and territory—and doing a radio show sponsored by the local carpet showroom.

Having read The Art of War, I can confirm that at no point does Sun Tzu say: ‘You will need a secret sound competition, and prank calls, oh and some station merch to give away at local fairs, I’m talking car stickers and mugs, shit like that.’

I’m sure the reverse isn’t true. I can’t imagine that great military minds of today are advising the new generation of leaders and battalion commanders to read Howard Stern’s Private Parts or Kyle Sandilands’ Scandalands.

Instead of following this military path, I banked on myself instead, like you can at 25 years of age. I treated the next two years like an apprenticeship. Because Steve was so direct, I learnt very quickly with his feedback. After most shows we would play back a link (a ‘link’ is what you hear when the DJ speaks, the bit we do in between the songs) that didn’t work, which was brutal, but he would find, or try to find, a link that had gone well. I even found I started to mutter ‘Shithouse’ to myself after yet another fumbled link. He encouraged me to talk about my life more, as when I did it set me out from the rival shows. I bought a notebook and would make notes in it throughout the day as things happened or ideas came up. I still do this every single day. Once, after a row with my wife had calmed, she even said, ‘Notebook.’ Those notebooks pay for the house!

I put my ego aside and just wanted to get better. To feel my progress. I learnt how to edit and helped out on the evening show, I worked for free on the weekends just to build up my microphone air miles and get more time working out how the studio desk operated so I could use it without even thinking about it.

It was, however, a strange radio station.

When I got there, a 21-year-old man–boy was the traffic guy on the breakfast show and was called ‘Richie the Travel Chicken’. Every morning at 5.30 a.m. he’d be at his desk next to me and be angrily putting on his adult-sized chicken outfit, complete with bright red rubber chicken feet. He dressed up as a chicken every day, for the radio. I kept trying to get a rapport with him on air as I found him fascinating and he was funny. Every time he shut me down. He hated me. I’d walked in off the streets with no radio experience and took the job he was meant to have, in the studio, and out of an adult-sized chicken outfit.

One day I asked Steve why the traffic guy needed to be in the chicken outfit when no one could see him. Because it’s, well, radio. One thing you should be very careful using with radio management is logic.

‘He’s the most famous thing in this town!’ Steve yelled and threw some market research documents at me.

Richie, no, Richie the Travel Chicken was really a big deal it turned out. More loved than the local football team, the team captain and just about anything else in town.

A 21-year-old pretending to be a chicken, while reading the traffic news, was the most loved thing in Bournemouth.

I learnt my first lesson about commercial radio: it’s nuts.

Sun Tzu didn’t have anything on poultry traffic reporters. I was clearly at the leading edge of radio military strategy.

One day in the station carpark, I found Richie crying after a bust-up with the boss about the chicken suit, so I dragged him out for beers. Once he’d taken the chicken head off, a friendship was born, on and off air, that continues to this day.

I even eventually got Richie out of the chicken suit, despite Steve telling us we were crazy, and—no word of a lie—saying it was like ‘Nike dropping the swoosh from their logo’.

The next year was one of my favourites of my life. I felt like I’d won life. I was doing the job I’d wanted to do since I was a teenager.
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Son of Fonzie

That’s the last you’ll hear of Christian O’Connell.

UNNAMED UK RADIO BOSS,
SPEAKING AT A CONFERENCE IN 2000

‘What happened to the chicken man?’ asked the therapist.

My mind switched back to the present, and I took a moment to again question why I was in a shed.

‘The chicken man, what happened to him?’

For the first time, the therapist seemed animated and interested in what I was saying. Even after all these years, the chicken man’s magnetic pull was strong.

I left the 2CR FM breakfast show after almost two years, due to increasing tensions with management.

They wanted me to do dumb competitions like ‘Secret Sound’ which every other show in the world does, which to me felt like filler. You take a sound, say a kettle being filled with water, and play it, taking guesses every day as to what that ‘secret sound’ may be. And do this for weeks and weeks.

Are you still awake?

We had to do this despite my protests: it had, I was told, come ‘from above’.

I had little or no enthusiasm for this on air, which must’ve been nice for the listeners. We were meant to take guesses every show for four to five weeks to drag it out for ratings. After four shows I’d had enough. A caller was close, so off air I told them the answer and I let them go on air and gave away the whole $10,000 (£5650).

Richie had begged me not to and said we’d be in major trouble. Richie was right.

Immediately after the show, we were marched into the board-room. Ohhhhhh! Not the boardroom! Steve the boss was there, and the head of news for some reason, which to this day I still don’t know why—was he going to break the story later in the day about the scandal of the secret sound prize going too soon? Worst of all, the managing director was there too. I’d never been in a meeting with him before, so I took this as a bad sign.

The MD was furious that we’d ruined the ratings by giving the answer away so soon. ‘What were you thinking?’ he asked banging the table, like we were in the courtroom scenes of A Few Good Men.

I lied and said I had no idea the listener had the right answer and they changed their guess once they went live on air. He knew I was lying.

Luckily for me, when the ratings came a few weeks later, we got our highest ever results, I couldn’t believe it.

The ratings are up?

The ratings seemed like this strange arbitrary judgement you’d be given every three months over your shows. To feel success for the first time making bold choices on what I instinctively felt was right or wrong was a big little moment for me. The lasting takeaway that would forever inform how I did radio was that it was all with no dumb cash giveaway. I didn’t want to buy listeners.

But a rift had formed between me and the big bosses.

I then refused to do ‘Battle of the Sexes’. This was some ripped-off American radio idea. Every morning it’s a man versus a woman. The man gets asked the female-based questions and the woman the male-based questions. You’d get crap like:

To the woman: Where would I find a spark plug?

To the man: What’s the name of the male love interest in Notting Hill?

After a few weeks peddling this, I refused to do it anymore. This was hot on the heels of #secretsoundgate. I was now regarded as a rebel by senior management. In other words, they saw me as a pain in the arse. I wasn’t doing what all their other shows were doing. I thought that this was the right approach, or more correctly, the right way for me. They didn’t. Other presenters in the group were getting bigger shows in bigger markets ahead of me. Most breakfast show hosts are pretty lazy and are happy to be spoon-fed ideas. Not all, but most. I wanted to do radio that was funny, real and more inventive, so I did.

I did phone-ins like:

•Have you ever worn a disguise?

•Using Fake ID

•Cruel Games Your Older Brothers and Sisters Played with You

•Psycho School Sports Teachers

•What Was the Christmas Present You Wanted but Never Got?

By today’s shock-jock standards this isn’t getting the rage of online outrage blogs, but I was making something I believed in.

I made a big effort to not do what all the other radio shows were doing. I once got a clairvoyant on the show and rather than get people calling in about dead relatives, I would only let them ask questions about their dead pets.

Anything weird, amusing or irritating that happened during the day would get talked about on air. I wanted to talk to the listeners and turn it into a conversation. Like you do after those first few drinks with your mates.

I then came up with my first big idea. I had read about a TV show in Europe called Big Brother, based on a load of strangers in a house together. I started to wonder if we could do a radio version of it.

The ‘Caravan of Hell’ was born. I pitched it to Shithouse Steve and to his credit he went for it. We drove out to a caravan showroom and bought the smallest, shittiest, cheapest one we could find. It was covered in rust and mould and I had to paint it.

My idea was to get a few listeners to stay in the caravan and every morning face a challenge live on air. Reality radio, I guess. Back in 1999. The caravan was small so they’d be crammed together. But I needed some money to make it sound big on air or no one in their right mind would enter.

I asked Steve for the annual marketing money for the entire station, he had to see the managing director about this, and then I had to go in and pitch my ‘Caravan of Hell’ idea. I remember wearing a shirt and tie to help my pitch. The MD just laughed as I bowled into his office. Then stopped laughing when I pitched him my idea.

‘And you want me to give you every bit of the entire station’s marketing budget for this?’

Somehow, they did and it was a huge success. It even made the local newspapers and TV: the police were called one day as two of the guys almost had a fight, and another guy proposed to his girlfriend live on air.

The show went to Number 1. Over twenty years later, I can still remember what that felt like. Do you know what surprised me about it? It wasn’t an ego buzz like I thought it would be.

It was the incredible deeper gratitude that people were enjoying what I was making. That, friends, is the real and simple but great joy about what I am lucky enough to do.

Despite this, I was restless. Or maybe because of it. Even with the show’s success, I realised the bosses would never stop trying to turn me into a ‘proper radio DJ’ like their others. I had little interest in sounding anything like the other DJs. Radio all over the world has been ruined by pin-headed management adopting a cookie-cutter approach.

I was scared of leaving my first radio home, it felt safe and familiar, but Steve gently nudged me towards realising that I needed to leave and make my own path, or I’d lose my edge and any real potential I had.

Now that’s a good boss, not thinking about himself.

Although maybe he just wanted to get rid of the guy who killed the chicken man.

•

The man in the shed had warmed up now, chuckling a few times as I told him my stories.

By now I had a few stations offering me jobs. Normally the career path is you go to work for a bigger radio station. That’s not how it happened for me.

I was about to sign up for one of the biggest stations in the UK, but my agent insisted I check out an opportunity with one of the smallest. They had virtually no listeners but were about to relaunch and their programmer was regarded as one of the best, Giles Squire. The meeting started badly.

Giles opened with, ‘I didn’t think much of your demo tape,’ and I thought of all the swear words I would call my agent for putting me in a room with this jerk. Who did he think he was? I had three bigger offers! I’d driven five hours for this interview.

‘But I carried on listening,’ Giles continued, ‘and finally, right at the end, I heard you.’

My demo tape had some of what I thought, at the time, were very funny, topical one-liners. I remember one of them:

I see Michael Jackson is getting divorced, watch out kids, he’s dating again.

‘Drop the tedious and obvious one-liners,’ Giles said.

Ouch.

‘Talk about your life, storytelling is what you should do and make your show around, and being in the moment with callers. Be playful and subversive.’

I dropped the ego and started listening to Giles, and at the end of the meeting I shook his hand and accepted the job on the spot from a man who told me I wasn’t as good as I thought I was. Which was just what I needed to hear. He told me he would help me get better and I knew he would.

Sarah and I packed up once again as the job was hours away from where we were living in Bournemouth, and got out our road atlas (I know it’s easier now using our phones, but the thrill of navigating using a road map and arriving safely is still the best) and mapped our route to a city called Liverpool, maybe you’ve heard of it, the home of The Beatles and one of Europe’s biggest football clubs. We were taking a leap into the unknown once more and heading to a city where we knew no one.

I said an emotional goodbye and thanks to Richie who, despite his younger years, had taught me so much.

Later, I learnt that a week after I left 2CR FM, there was a conference for all the station programmers of the fifteen-odd stations the company owned. The big boss was asked about losing me and the recent good ratings and apparently told them, ‘That is the very last we will hear of Christian O’Connell, that is what’s called the dead bounce.’

I wrote ‘dead bounce’ on a post-it note and put it in my new studio when I got there, on one of the studio monitors. Anger can be such a great motivator. I was written off and dismissed so often in my early career, it fuelled me. I wanted to prove them wrong. (All of this was getting me ready for being really written off when I came to Australia. But we’re a while away from that.)

In my chat with Giles he asked where I wanted to be eventually, and I said a station in London called XFM. Most radio DJs want to be on the Number 1 station—the big name, the big salary, the big ego kick. I was aiming for the Number 13 radio station in London. XFM was a small indie music station that played great music and, most of all, gave their presenters freedom. It was cool and had an attitude. That was where I wanted to be.

Giles said he’d get me there. Neither of us knew I’d only be working with him for nine months before I was offered the breakfast show on XFM.

We loved Liverpool. It’s a great city with a big heart. The station was run on a very small budget. I had no sidekick and no producer. There wasn’t even an engineer in the station so when the studio broke down, which was once or twice a week, the show would just go off air and I would have to call a help desk in India—I am not making this up. They would guide me over the phone through all the racks of monitors to fix a radio station. This was such a regular occurrence I became on first-name terms with some of the guys in India and I’m godfather to one of their sons.

I became such an expert in how the station worked that one day I turned up with a nasty hangover and tripped a switch that shut the station down, in the middle of the show. I called the boss and told him the Indians were on it but it would take time, quoting ‘server issues in Canada apparently’, and went to sleep for an hour at the back of the tiny studio. I then put the station back on air for the last ten minutes of the show, feeling a little more refreshed, pretending to be furious at my predicament. What a pro.

I had no sidekick to bounce off, so I hired a woman named Lucy who called in frequently and was super smart and funny. I paid her myself—$50 per show was all I could afford—and she had to leave at 8.30 a.m. to go to her actual job as a charity fundraiser.
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