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SYMPHONY FOR THE DEVIL







‘Faith Divides Us – Death Unites Us.’


– Nick Holmes, Paradise Lost





If New Year’s Eve is nothing but a harbinger of what’s to come, then 2010 was cursed before it even began.


For Jimmy ‘the Rev’ Sullivan (Avenged Sevenfold’s fun-loving, borderline ADHD sticksman) there would be no more broken resolutions. On Monday, 28 December 2009, his partner Leana Silver woke to discover the body of her husband-to-be: cold, unresponsive, gone. With an age to match the date exactly, the Rev escaped the infamous 27 Club by a single year.


And the Rev’s was only the first in a string of heartrending losses to come. Four months down the line, no fan of Type O Negative wanted to believe that Peter Steele – the band’s huge-hearted frontman – had become the latest talent to slip silently through the cemetery gates. Famed for his unique sense of humour, Steele had announced his own death online once before, by way of an ominous grey tombstone. Etched into the granite was the short-and-sour inscription: ‘Peter Steele – 1962-2005 … Free at last’. But it wasn’t until 2010 that Pete’s doom-laden lyrics finally came to pass. ‘Peter Steele passed today,’ tweeted Fuse VJ Juliya Chernetsky on the evening of 14 April. And this time, it was no hoax. As for the cause of death – to the minds of all those who’d danced to the self-deprecating grooves of Pete’s ode to oblivion, ‘I Don’t Want to Be Me’, it was a foregone conclusion. ‘Without warning,’ Pete croons in the song, ‘heart attack’ – accurately predicting the circumstances of his own lonely demise years later.


Though not wholly unexpected, news that Ronnie James Dio had finally succumbed to stomach cancer was no less devastating. The 67-year-old stalwart passed on 16 May. Yet, days before his memorial service, the spotlight shifted to Des Moines, Iowa, and the men of Slipknot. On this sombre occasion, the bare-faced band opted to leave their masks at home. Struggling to hold back the tears, a subdued Corey Taylor et al. called an emergency press conference to inform the world that Slipknot were nine minus their No. 2: Paul Gray. In fact, the bassist’s body had been discovered by panicked hotel workers on 25 May – shot full of two kinds of morphine.


Beneath his ever-changing porcine mask, Paul Gray was as vulnerable as those who worshipped him. The same was clearly true of Adam Darski, a.k.a. Nergal, the darkened soul of Behemoth. On 8 August, fans were horrified to learn that the titanic frontman had been rushed to the haematology ward of Gdansk Medical University Hospital for the treatment of a mystery illness. On 24 August, the horror was named: leukaemia.


The response of metal fans worldwide – whether online or in print – was overwhelming. From Revolver’s end-of-year tribute to the ‘fallen heroes’ of the scene, to those who eagerly offered up their own bone marrow (each hoping that they might be the one to provide the genetic match needed to save their hero), to others who simply posted sincere condolences online. ‘Umm, what in the blue hell, man!?’ typed one user on Metal Injection news portal in the aftermath of Gray’s passing. ‘What the fuck is 2010 doing to our beloved community?’ Irrespective of the usual scene snobbery, metal fans – whether their tastes ran to death, black, gothic or some more chart-friendly variant – were concluding that, ‘like the band or not, respect should be shown’. Death unites us, indeed.


Unlike any other genre you could name, metal commands a uniquely obsessive fan base. As the Rev himself expressed it, ‘The type of music we play, we have fans that are “lifers” – just like I’m a lifer for my favourite bands.’ For Jimmy Sullivan and any other lifer you could name, there can be no half-measures or passing fads. ‘Metal is my religion!’ proclaimed more than 21,000 dogged campaigners in support of a 2011 bid to have ‘Heavy Metal’ added to the UK census. Thus – six feet under – the seeds were sown for the tome you’re holding now.


When Lemmy Kilmister – the ‘living, breathing, drinking and snorting fucking legend’ (in the eyes of Dave Grohl) who held Motörhead together for more than three decades – named his band’s third live album Everything Louder than Everyone Else, he inadvertently identified the sacrosanct creed by which many of the musicians covered in this book have lived. For if ‘louder’ is sinful shorthand for ‘harder, faster, higher, sicker’ – then the likes of the Rev, Pete Steele and Paul Gray have died by this very same adage of extremes.


 


While it’s true that the curse of 2010 made for front-page news, this year constitutes but a brief chapter in the chequered history of heavy metal. Live Fast, Die Old may well be another of Lemmy’s oft-quoted mottos, but the number of gnarled metal survivors who’ve built their lives around such a philosophy are part of an ever-dwindling fraternity. Indeed, even in such infamous company as you’ll find in Cemetery Gates, Lemmy is arguably one of a kind – the ace of spades within this pack of sinners.


‘People ask me how come I’m still alive and I don’t know what to say,’ a bewildered Ozzy Osbourne stated candidly, as the community waited eagerly for his riveting tell-all memoir, I Am Ozzy, to hit the shelves in summer 2009. ‘It haunts me, all this crazy stuff. I took lethal combinations of booze and drugs for thirty fucking years. I survived a direct hit by a plane, suicidal overdoses, STDs. I have been accused of attempted murder …’ more of which later. Yet even the Prince of Darkness has a second, more sheltered existence (albeit invaded by the occasional camera crew) as a husband and father-of-three. By Ozzy’s own admission, it’s the prospect of a future with his family that’s finally enabled him to lay his hell-raising past to rest. Newly dried-out and cleaned-up, he paid tribute to the influence of his wife, Sharon. ‘If it weren’t for her, without a shadow of doubt, I would be dead.’


But the redoubtable Mr Kilmister outlived his own fiancée by decades and refuses to adapt his lifestyle for anything or anyone. Indeed, the only true change that’s occurred is in his vital functions. Thanks to Lemmy’s regular dose of Jack Daniel’s – a bottle-a-day habit that would see lesser-livered individuals lying in a hospital bed if not the cold, hard ground – doctors have told him that the only substance that could finish him is an infusion of pure blood from a non-intoxicated donor. Yet, faced with stark medical evidence of just how far he’s strayed from the ‘norm’, Lemmy remains philosophical. A bastion of hedonism, he’s prepared to judge himself by no one’s standards but his own (echoing the self-centred Satanist doctrine adhered to by the likes of Marilyn Manson and Watain frontman, Erik Danielsson). ‘I still do exactly what I did, more or less. I don’t see any reason to change it,’ he simply shrugged when questioned by journalist Claire Dyer in 2001. ‘If it works, don’t fix it.’


And after all, if there’s one thing that the varied cast of Cemetery Gates will prove, it’s that the line between tragic saint and raucous survivor is perilously fine and arbitrary at best. Immersed in a scene of brutal extremes, these men are captivated by the Sturm-und-Drang melodrama of the fiercely electrified riffs that define the genre. Professor Adrian North of Heriot-Watt University is one psychologist who’s long theorised that, ‘it’s as though [these musicians] are choosing the music to tell the world something about themselves’. Two headings within this book – ‘From Cradle to Grave’ for saints and ‘On a Highway to Hell’ for survivors – are devoted to deciphering precisely what that ‘something’ might be. From Pete Steele’s maudlin meditations on mortality to Marilyn Manson’s lyrical fixation with the lunchbox, it’s at once blindingly obvious and easy to overlook that songs which serve as a soundtrack to the lives of millions are also deeply personal to the artists themselves – inspired by buried trauma and memories that will never quite be exorcised, even through the medium of music.


For every striking standout, you’ll read other individual histories running along ominously parallel lines – leading to the wrong side of the cemetery gates all too often. You’ll also learn some of the truths behind the tabloid headlines. Contrary to popular belief, Marilyn Manson and Mayhem’s Dead were born victims rather than villains. Behind the hulking legend of their alter-egos, you’ll discover two alienated teens – persecuted by their peers and desperately seeking like-minded bandmates – who never quite recovered from the intense emotional and physical abuse inflicted on them in their formative years. Testing the time-honoured maxim that ‘we are but the sum total of our experiences’ to its very limits, Cemetery Gates – and the metal fraternity in general – provides a fascinating insight into the darkest reaches of the human psyche. In a scene where supportive family networks are the exception rather than the rule, creative renown can be something of a double-edged sword. Precisely how many of the artists featured here have not been in thrall to the darkest kind of muse at some point in their lives is an intriguing question – and one that must surely give every fan pause for thought.


Pushing further, harder, faster and ever closer to the cemetery gates, the hell-raising cast of the book you’re about to read are all casualties of the dangerously destructive ethos that drives their music, their brethren and their public. ‘Anything worth doing is worth overdoing,’ quips ‘shattered rock star’ Nikki Sixx by way of introduction to his tell-all book, The Heroin Diaries. Yet there’s nothing original about this particular one-liner. Borrowed from Rolling Stone Sir Mick Jagger, his words are simply an echo of the decadent past. For in truth, sex, drugs and insanity are not only synonymous with metal music; they are the rules by which the scene lives. From Trent Reznor’s downward spiral to Sixx’s stuttering, stalling heart, from Axl Rose’s histrionics to Dead’s hankering for the hereafter, the crazed antics and darkest misdeeds collected here – in the guise of ‘Deadly Sins’ and ‘Moments of Madness’ – constitute the lethal inspiration behind many of the genre’s most defining anthems of excess.


For Corey Taylor, at least, it seems there can be no creation without self-destruction of the most brutal kind. For the duration of the recording of Iowa – the follow-up album to Slipknot’s brutal debut – the frontman remained stark naked. His favoured method for obtaining Slipknot’s trademark cathartic primal scream? Self-mutilation. Covered in cuts and lacerations – as well as his own vomit – he laid down the vocals for such floor-filling tracks as ‘Left Behind’ and ‘My Plague’. ‘That’s where the best stuff comes from,’ Corey shrugged in an interview years later. ‘You’ve got to break yourself down before you can build something great.’


The bitter flipside – expressed simply by Guns N’Roses survivor Duff McKagan – is as follows: ‘Of course, no one sets out to be a junkie or an alcoholic. Some people can experiment in their youth and move on. Others cannot.’ Implicit in the second syllable of this final word, ‘cannot’, is the stark finality of the divide between the two sides of Cemetery Gates. Presenting survivors and saints; the living alongside the dead; of all ages, sub-genres and settings – from Stockholm through to Seattle – what you’re about to read will demonstrate precisely how these complex individuals have been shaped. Spotlighting shared experience, eerie coincidence and bitter irony (including the night when clean-living Metallica bassist Cliff Burton drew the death card, beating his hell-raising tour-mates to an early grave), it shows that all that’s truly separating saint from survivor is a heady mix of chance, circumstance and luck. Or is it?


‘People over the years have tried to soften the blow by saying maybe [my] being in Mötley Crüe turned me into an addict, but I don’t think it did. That stroke of genius was all my own work,’ reckons Nikki Sixx. ‘Even as a kid, I was never inclined to dodge a bullet.’ Indeed, back in the day, the bassist’s self-destructive alter-ego (a.k.a. Sikki) had neither the will nor the inclination to stray from his own personal highway to hell. Mötley Crüe simply enabled him to buy a ‘better class’ of poison than what he’d otherwise have been reduced to. In light of this predilection for destruction, his achievement in banishing Sikki from his life once and for all is nothing short of inspirational – and well worth retelling here. And in this respect, Nikki’s certainly not unique.


The secrets of how stoical survivors like Nikki dragged themselves back from the abyss are another key preoccupation of this particular study in sin. As always, Corey Taylor has his own theory on the subject. ‘Slipknot is probably a more important part of who I am,’ he reflected, ‘because I let that out and tap that valve I can be myself … I think that’s why a lot of people are drawn to what we do. My job is to give you that voice … it’s the primal scream; it’s more healthy a lot of people would admit, because I’m free. I’m a better person because I’m in a band like Slipknot.’


After all, there’s more to Corey Taylor – husband, father, son, artist, frontman – than the mask he shields himself behind onstage. But, thanks in no small part to the crucial catharsis and creative freedom this disguise allows, it’s possible for him to be all these things at once – without the risk of disappointing his fans, his haters and the myth-making journalists who’ve written his persona and his career to date. Tragically, the same did not suffice for Corey’s bandmate. Behind masks, doors and barriers unspoken, the painfully introverted Paul Gray was – according to his widow, Brenna – fighting a losing battle. Though unaware of Gray’s struggle in life, Corey has no intention of letting his friend’s memory fade after death. ‘For me,’ he explained, ‘it’s important to celebrate life and not revel in death. Paul wouldn’t want anyone want to do that, because he absolutely loved doing this … it helps me remember to embrace life. Don’t spend too much time on the darkness; you have to live every single minute with every bit of spirit you have.’


A riotous epitaph to men who’ve lived every day as if it was their last (whatever their deadly sin – be it lust, greed or an act so heinous it warrants a category all its own) Cemetery Gates is a similar celebration of life – and a set of incendiary talents who should never be forgotten, whether they belong in heaven, hell, or the uncertain land between.
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RONNIE JAMES DIO


10 July 1942 – 16 May 2010





Born: Ronald James Padavona


 


Alter-egos: Ronnie James Dio; Leather Lungs (thanks to a temporary teenage devotion to the trumpet).


 


(Pre) occupations: Saviour of Black Sabbath; inventor of the devil horns; purveyor of leather-lunged vocals for Dio, Elf, Rainbow and Heaven & Hell, and patron saint of an array of worthy causes.


 


In memoriam: ‘Well, you’ve caught me in the library. One of my favourite places in all the world, because it contains words […] this is a place that I don’t do any work in. It’s strictly a library. Most of my writing is done in the dungeon.’ – Ronnie James Dio


 


Deadly sins: Of all the unholy congregation assembled within these pages, the Bible-bashing bigots belonging to the Westboro Baptist Church – who actually held a rally denouncing Ronnie as a Satan worshipper on the day of his memorial service – seem most deserving of a roasting within the fires of eternal damnation. Though the late frontman no longer had a voice to defend himself, Ronnie’s widow, Wendy, urged those attending the funeral to take a leaf from Christian doctrine when ignoring the protest: ‘Ronnie hates prejudice and violence. We need to turn the other cheek on these people [who] only know how to hate someone they didn’t know. We only know how to love someone we know!’


Of course, dismissing metal bands as ‘devil-worshippers’ has become a popular stereotype – especially with Mayhem’s Dead and Varg Vikernes taking playful satanic inferences to their literal extremes. But the only connection Ronnie shared with the guitarist-killing Vikernes was a fondness for including swords and sorcery in his lyrics. And had these so-called ‘do-gooders’ – who belong to a church whose website is titled ‘Godhatesfags.com’ – bothered to read up on Ronnie, they would have been shamed by the realisation that they couldn’t have picked a target less deserving of their asinine denigrations. For though Ronnie blatantly flirted with devilment while fronting God-bothering acts such as Black Sabbath and Heaven & Hell, as the man himself said, this is all part and parcel of being in a heavy-metal band. And isn’t it ironic that they chose to ignore Ronnie’s involvement in Hear ’n Aid, the metal equivalent of Band Aid and USA for Africa, which helped raise $1 million for famine relief?


One has to wonder what Ronnie would have made of the protests, for though he was raised a Catholic, he said he never agreed with the Catholic Church’s message – a conviction he maintained until his dying day. ‘I just disagree so much with the way the Catholic church says things like if you’re not a good person you’ll die and go to hell, there’s a purgatory there,’ he revealed during an interview with HM magazine in May 2010. ‘If I was talking with a Holy Ghost, it would scare the living hell out of me. God’s Son was nailed to a piece of wood up in the air … instead of really explaining it all, I think, at least from my perspective, they frightened us first, and then we’re supposed to just believe everything, and follow the rules or you’ll burn in hell or something. And I just totally disagree with that. I disagree completely with that idiom.’


His views on the validity of a first-century carpenter from Nazareth being the Son of God would have caused plenty of breast-beating amongst the Westboro Baptist Church faithful: ‘I think that He was a prophet [but] I’ve had a difficult time coming to terms with Jesus Christ as the Son of God,’ he elaborated. ‘He was a great man for the time. He was the right man for the right time. Let’s put it this way: I think He was a hell of a lot better than Michael Jackson. My feelings are that the [Christian] teachings were great, but in my mind, my religious beliefs are that you are God, and you are Jesus Christ, and you are the devil, and I am, and all the people I know around me are,’ he continued. ‘But I don’t need to go to some place and listen to somebody else to tell me whether I’m good or bad, or whether I’m right or wrong. I am my shrine. You are your shrine. We are all Jesus Christ, and again, I have no problem with anyone thinking Jesus Christ is this deity, someone up there. It’s cool. Well, I have yet to see that proof, and when I do, maybe I’ll be a believer. How can anyone possibly prove to me that Christ rose from the dead? How can you prove it?’


 


From cradle to grave: While Ronnie never went so far as to actually lie about his age, he wasn’t above deflecting such irreverent questions, retorting that the focus of the interview should be the music. In other words, if you’re happy with the message why bother with the messenger? However, what we do know is that he was born in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, on 10 July 1942; the only child of Italian parents who later moved to Cortland, New York, shortly after the Second World War.


Young Ronnie began his musical career playing the trumpet and French horn, and performed in several rockabilly bands. He later played bass in a high-school band, the Vegas Kings, soon becoming their lead singer by virtue of his burgeoning vocal prowess. He would later attribute the power of his voice to the breathing discipline he acquired as a brass player: ‘I started playing the trumpet when I was five years old, which was great training for me as a singer,’ he told Extreme magazine. ‘It taught me the correct way to do it, because I’ve not taken singing lessons from anyone.’




‘It is a very sad day for the world of metal when an artist as unique and special as Ronnie James Dio leaves us. He will be forever imitated but never duplicated.’


– Rob Zombie





On realising Ronnie was the star attraction, the band undertook a name change: firstly to Ronnie and the Rumblers, and then to Ronnie and the Red Caps. Under this name, they released their debut single ‘Conquest’ – backed with ‘Lover’ – on Reb Records in 1958. Somewhat bizarrely, given Ronnie’s newfound status within the line-up, ‘Conquest’ was a Ventures-esque instrumental. Also, though his distinctive pipes can certainly be heard on the flip side, the main vocal was performed by the outfit’s original singer, Billy DeWolfe. By the time of the follow-up single, ‘An Angel is Missing’ backed with ‘What I’d Say’ (Seneca Records, 1960), DeWolfe had been shoed away from the Red Caps’ rehearsal room door, leaving Ronnie free to find his range.


Despite having recorded and released two singles by the time he graduated from the Cortland City School in the summer of 1960, Ronnie was reluctant to give the rockin’ Red Caps his all and enrolled at the University at Buffalo in upstate New York, majoring in pharmacy. When subsequently asked by dmme.net whether his lifelong abstinence from drugs was influenced by the knowledge he acquired taking a pharmacology degree, Ronnie answered in the negative, saying he’d chosen his path simply because: ‘I saw how destructive it was, and how it dulled your sensibilities and ate up your talent and your life.’ Ronnie would quit his course after just one year in order to further his musical ambitions. But while medicine’s loss was set to be metal’s gain, his parents were not best pleased to hear that their only son was abandoning his studies in favour of rock stardom. Ronnie’s mind, however, was made up, and being the private person that he was, he purposely kept this part of his life to himself for nigh on half a century. Indeed, the secret only came out when Heaven & Hell played a show at the Darien Lake Performing Arts Centre – which was only a 70-cent bus ride from his one-time alma mata – on 19 September 2007.


It was soon after he tossed his study books into the trash that the Red Caps morphed into Ronnie Dio and the Prophets. It’s been alleged that Ronnie adopted his lasting stage name in homage to the renowned Italian-American organised-crime figure and labour racketeer, Johnny Dio. However, when viewed in conjunction with the ‘Prophets’, it becomes clear that Ronnie’s chosen surname is a reference to ‘Dio’ being the Latin word for God.




‘Most of it’s been working; it’s been a pretty normal life other than the musical part of it.’


– Ronnie James Dio





Over the next five years or so the Prophets would record one album – Dio at Domino’s for MGM – and a clutch of singles on a variety of labels before eventually disbanding in 1967. That same year, together with Red Caps/Prophets’ long-serving guitarist Nick Pantas, Ronnie formed the Electric Elves, recruiting Ronnie’s cousin, David Feinstein, keyboardist Doug Thaler and drummer Gary Driscoll. Specialising in broody blues-rock, they released a single – ‘Hey, Look Me Over’ backed with ‘It Pays to Advertise’ – for MGM, but tragedy struck the following year when Ronnie and his fellow Elves were involved in a car smash, which claimed the life of Nick Pantas and left Thaler seriously injured.


Though Ronnie walked away from the wreck with only minor cuts and bruises, it’s reasonable to assume that in those terrifying seconds before the impact – no doubt with his life flashing before his eyes – he might have caught a glimpse of the cemetery gates opening. It’s also safe to assume that the experience of seeing someone he’d been laughing and joking with a short while earlier being taken away in a body bag would have had a profound effect on his outlook. For here was proof of Ozzy Osbourne’s claim that the edge is always closer than we think, and as such it’s little wonder that Ronnie let his peers adopt rock’n’roll’s clichéd ‘live fast, die young’ credo, while he got on with making music.


Deciding to go forward as a quartet rather than try to replace Pantas, the band truncated their name to the Elves and signed a deal with Decca Records, before abbreviating their name further, to the singular Elf. Thaler quit the band soon after the release of their 1971 bootleg album, Live at the Beacon, when he relocated to New York after landing a job as a booking agent. Having brought in replacement keyboardist Mickey Lee Soule, Elf signed a one-off album deal with Epic and headed into the studio with producers Roger Glover and Ian Paice – otherwise known as the rhythm section of Deep Purple. The experience of working with two of his longstanding idols clearly made a profound impression on Ronnie James. ‘It was great,’ he enthused in Extreme magazine. ‘Two of our heroes were producing the album. It was just great to be around them. It was real quick. I played bass on that album, and we did almost everything live. We went in and I played and sang at the same time. We just did it and away it went! It wasn’t like where each instrument was done separately in a different studio, you know, with that craziness. We were very well prepared; it was a good band. We played together for a long time, grew up together. So we just went in and “bang”, did it! It was so much fun to do and a really good album as well.’


Nevertheless, Dave Feinstein soon decided it was time to strike out on his own and would go off to enjoy a modicum of success with his band, the Rods. Having recruited guitarist Steve Edwards as his cousin’s replacement, Ronnie also brought in bassist Craig Gruber – leaving himself free to concentrate on vocal duties.


After bonding with Ronnie in the studio and on the road (Elf would often be invited to open for Deep Purple), Glover invited him to provide the vocals on his 1974 concept album, The Butterfly Ball and the Grasshopper’s Feast. Indeed, Ronnie suddenly found himself much in demand, as Purple’s disaffected guitarist, Ritchie Blackmore (who’d recently quit the band to work on his debut solo album, Ritchie Blackmore’s Rainbow), had been equally impressed with his supercharged, quasi-operatic pipes. And it wasn’t only Ronnie who accompanied Blackmore into the studio, for with the exception of Steve Edwards – for rather obvious reasons – the rest of Elf went with them. It was this coalition which eventually evolved into Rainbow, but no sooner was the album finished than Blackmore informed Ronnie that – though the microphone was his for as long as he wanted it – Mickey, Craig, and Gary simply didn’t fit in with his master-plan.


Though he felt guilty about letting his friends down, Ronnie was astute enough to recognise that working with Ritchie Blackmore was a unique opportunity, and one he couldn’t afford to spurn – especially as Blackmore would be bringing in drumming powerhouse Cozy Powell, who’d made his name playing with the Jeff Beck Group, before enjoying success with his first solo single, ‘Dance with the Devil’, in 1974.


Roger Glover also wanted Ronnie to accompany him on the road to promote his solo album, but Ritchie wasn’t overly keen, as Ronnie subsequently explained: ‘I didn’t do the [Butterfly Ball] live show. At that time we’d just put Rainbow together, Ritchie and I, and he felt it was not something that I should do; that we should be concentrating on the Rainbow thing and not me [getting] side-tracked by that. It was his band, and he was another one of my heroes, so I figured he knew what he was doing. In retrospect I’m quite glad I didn’t do the show.’ He was, however, more than happy doing the Rainbow show, because the band’s blistering onstage energy quickly established them as one of heavy metal’s most compelling live acts.


Whereas Ritchie Blackmore’s Rainbow narrowly missed out on the UK top ten, the band’s 1976 follow-up, Rising, gave Ronnie his first taste of chart success, spotlighted in the first issue of Kerrang! (June 1981) as the number-one album of all time. A live album followed in 1977 (On Stage), along with a third studio album, Long Live Rock’n’Roll. Yet at the end of a gruelling year-long world tour to promote the release, Blackmore announced that he wanted to take Rainbow in a new direction, away from the sword-sand-sorcery theme of their previous efforts. For once, Ronnie was not ready to fall in with the battle-plan outlined by his mentor, and promptly announced his departure.


Many years later – when quizzed as to the nature of his relationship with Blackmore – Ronnie would comment (showing a refreshing lack of animosity towards his former bandmate): ‘Ritchie lives on the other side of the continent in New York, so I only get to speak to him through people that we both know. Roger, the same … I haven’t seen him in a long while, but we’ve all remained friends. It’s nothing like it’s been blown up to be in the press, you know: “Ritchie’s the most difficult man on earth to work with!” He probably is for everybody else, but he never was for me. I have nothing but the best to say about Ritchie. He’s the one who gave me my first great opportunity and I learned a hell of a lot from him.’


 


Needless to say, Ronnie’s lung capacity – which soon earned him the sobriquet ‘Leather Lungs’ within the industry – meant he wasn’t going to be sitting idle for too long following his departure from Rainbow, and when Ozzy Osbourne was given his marching orders from Black Sabbath over his drink and drug intake, it was – on the recommendation of Ozzy’s girlfriend and future wife, Sharon Arden – at Ronnie’s door that Geezer Butler and Tony Iommi came a-knocking. Soon after Ronnie’s initiation into Sabbath, Iommi would tell reporters that while ‘Ozzy was a great showman, when Dio came in it was a different attitude; a different voice and a different musical approach.’ And with hindsight, Sharon’s choice seems almost prophetic, as Heaven and Hell is the album credited with stoking Sabbath’s dying embers and revitalising the band. Indeed, Ronnie rated Heaven and Hell as his personal favourite of all the albums he worked on: ‘And it’s not just the music – it’s all the things that went together with it,’ he enthused to Extreme magazine. ‘You know, the reason it was made, how difficult it was to make it, the time it took, the people involved, the changes while we were doing it – that’s what made the difference, I think. It was an album, again, that started a cycle for hard-rock music, and I’m very proud of that.’




‘What I do keeps me sane … So I plan on doing it until people tell me I shouldn’t anymore, or until I get to the point that my bones start creaking so much I just fall over!’


– Ronnie James Dio





Mob Rules – the second Sabbath album to feature Dio’s epic pipes – followed in November 1981 (by which time Vinny Appice had been brought in as a temporary replacement for long-standing Sabbath drummer Bill Ward, who’d taken an absence of leave during the Heaven and Hell Tour). Yet, just one year on, the new line-up seemed to be teetering closer to hell than heaven. Given the alcohol-induced paranoia of certain crew members, the mixing of 1982’s Live Evil became an all but impossible process. As Ronnie later explained: ‘The first time I left [Sabbath] it was just over some stupidity about the live album we were doing. The engineer was drinking a bottle of Jack Daniel’s a day and told Tony and Geezer he thought Vinny and I were sneaking into the studio and turning the vocals and drums up. As is their wont, they believed it, and that led to the break-up of that one. It was all completely untrue and absolutely stupid!’


Ronnie had been too long in the saddle to put up with such childish antics, and rather than risk similar temper tantrums in the future, he decided it was high time he took a leading role. Though Vinny dutifully followed when he announced his departure from Sabbath, Ronnie had made his mind up that there was only going to be one leader in his new project. And in choosing the name ‘Dio’, he removed all doubt as to who that was going to be.


Having recruited guitarist Vivian Campbell and bassist Jimmy Bain (whom Ronnie knew from his time with Rainbow), and secured a recording contract with Warner Bros, Dio went straight to the studio to begin work on their debut long-player, Holy Diver. The auguries appeared favourable when the album hit number thirteen on the UK chart, and a respectable number 61 on the Billboard chart, and Ronnie’s status as one of heavy metal’s most bankable artists was confirmed with the ensuing studio albums The Last in Line (1984), Sacred Heart (1985), and Dream Evil (1987). Though they only released two studio LPs during the nineties, Dio would continue to be a driving force on the metal scene. So much so that in 2000, Century Media released the tribute compilation album Holy Dio: Tribute to Ronnie James Dio, featuring cover versions of Ronnie’s best-known songs from his time with Rainbow, Black Sabbath and Dio.




‘I don’t dote on religion. Religion, I think, is something that you can never argue, and you can certainly never convince the other person, because even though there’s a Bible … how concrete is it? It depends on the point of view.’


– Ronnie James Dio





Though 2004’s Master of the Moon (Dio’s tenth and final studio album), reached number seven on the US independent chart, it failed to land on the Billboard chart. Ronnie, however, remained unfazed, opting to take a well-deserved break from recording and touring to spend some quality time with his wife, Wendy, who, of course, also served as his manager. Aside from undertaking a tour of Siberia and Russia’s Far East in September 2005, Ronnie’s career appeared to be on hiatus. But in 2006, he was back in the news when it was revealed that he and Vinny Appice would be going out on the road with Tony Iommi and Geezer Butler as Heaven & Hell, playing a set-list of songs from their time together as Black Sabbath. The decision to go out under the Heaven & Hell moniker was influenced by Iommi and Butler having recently made their peace with Ozzy Osbourne, with whom they’d been touring as Black Sabbath.


While having both incarnations of Black Sabbath playing together again was music to the ears of every metalhead, it inevitably fuelled the debate as to whether Ozzy or Ronnie represents the true soul of the band. Such speculation was, of course, pretty much superfluous, because Ronnie and Ozzy – at least during Ozzy’s first stretch with the band – were polar opposites in their approach to the job. Ozzy was the Dionysian hell-raiser, whereas Ronnie was discipline personified. And of course, the irony won’t have been lost on every Sabbath fan that the sinner has outlived the saint.


Though the release of a double live album, Live from Radio City Music Hall – taken from Heaven & Hell’s performance at the legendary New York venue on 30 March 2007 – was enough to whet the appetites of fans everywhere, it would be another two years before the band’s debut studio album, The Devil You Know, finally hit the record shops. However, judging from its soar-away success both in the UK and the US, they deemed it well worth the wait. Alas, though plans were underway for a follow-up Heaven & Hell album, everything was put on indefinite hold in the aftermath of a shock announcement via Ronnie’s official website in November 2009.


‘Ronnie has been diagnosed with the early stages of stomach cancer. We are starting treatment immediately at the Mayo Clinic. After he kills this dragon, Ronnie will be back onstage, where he belongs; doing what he loves best, performing for his fans. Long live rock’n’roll, long live Ronnie James Dio. Thanks to all the friends and fans from all over the world that have sent well wishes. This has really helped to keep his spirit up.’


It appeared as though Ronnie would indeed be back doing what he loved best when Wendy posted the following update on Ronnie’s progress on his website in March 2010: ‘It has been Ronnie’s seventh chemo, another CAT scan and another endoscopy, and the results are good – the main tumour has shrunk considerably, and our visits to Houston [cancer clinic in Texas] are now every three weeks instead of every two weeks.’


However, fans realised something was wrong when it was announced on 4 May that Heaven & Hell had been forced to cancel their forthcoming summer dates as a result of Ronnie’s ill-health. And their worst fears were confirmed by Wendy just twelve days later. ‘Today my heart is broken, Ronnie passed away at 7:45am, 16 May. Many, many friends and family were able to say their private goodbyes before he peacefully passed away. Ronnie knew how much he was loved by all. We so appreciate the love and support that you have all given us. Please give us a few days of privacy to deal with this terrible loss. Please know he loved you all and his music will live on forever.’


Aside from his musical legacy, Ronnie is assured immortality amongst metalheads the world over for having given them the ‘cornu’: the devil horns hand gesture, created by extending the index and pinky finger, with the middle and ring fingers held under the thumb. Whether or not it was ever Ronnie’s intention, audiences picked up on it and began repeating the gesture, which led to it now serving as an internationally recognised sign between metal brethren.


When asked where he’d got the idea from, Ronnie, who was fronting Black Sabbath at the time, said it was an ‘Italian thing’ that he’d picked up from his grandmother. ‘It was a symbol that I thought was reflective of what that band [Sabbath] was supposed to be all about. It’s not the devil’s sign like we’re here with the devil. It’s to ward off the Evil Eye or to give the Evil Eye, depending on which way you do it. It’s just a symbol, but it had magical incantations and attitudes to it and I felt it worked very well with Sabbath. So I became very noted for it and then everybody else started to pick up on it and away it went. But I would never say I take credit for being the first to do it.’


It was undoubtedly in recognition of this massive contribution to the metal scene that Ronnie was given a cameo appearance in the 2006 film Tenacious D in The Pick Of Destiny starring Jack Black, which sees Ronnie spring to life from a bedroom wall poster and tell the young JB to go forth and follow his dreams before bellowing the immortal line: ‘Now go, my son, and rock!’


However, Ronnie was right not to claim the credit, possibly because he was already aware of the psychedelic rockers Coven, whose frontman, Jinx Dawson, can be clearly seen giving the devil’s horn sign on the back cover of the band’s debut album Witchcraft Destroys Minds & Reaps Souls, which was released in 1969. And it’s also interesting to note that the album’s opening track was called ‘Black Sabbath’.


 


Moments of madness: When Dio’s 1990 album, Lock up the Wolves, failed to emulate the success of its predecessors, Ronnie suffered what can only be described as an incandescent moment of madness in agreeing to rejoin Black Sabbath – albeit on a temporary basis. ‘When we did reform in ’92 the apologies went all the way around,’ he explained in Extreme magazine. ‘The second time was because of the shows I was told we were going to do. We had all our shows booked in LA, and now we were going to change that to become the opening act for Ozzy … which I refused to do! I didn’t do it out of a personal thing with Ozzy; I couldn’t care less about him. But it was … here we were trying to get this band back on the road together, trying to reform this band and make it special again … and now, suddenly, we were going to be the opening act for the ex-lead singer! And I also knew that when that show came that they were going to announce the reunion between the four of them … which did happen! So what was the sense of my doing the show to bolster their careers, they obviously didn’t care less about mine. So that was the end of that!’


When asked if he still felt that he’d been maligned and misunderstood by the music press at the time of his second bite of the Black Sabbath cherry, Ronnie added: ‘“Misunderstood” isn’t the word. The thing is that everybody continually believes the things that they hear about me … that I’m some kind of “Hitler” figure. People who know me will tell you absolutely different. You know, I don’t need to defend myself. Was I misunderstood? Yes, I think so, because of the perception people have that of course it’s my fault, that two unassuming gentlemen – Geezer and Tony – couldn’t possibly make any kind of wrong decision, that it had to be Dio who was wrong. Those are my beliefs. My beliefs were that I gave up the Dio band and they gave up nothing! They had Black Sabbath and were lucky enough to get Vinny and I to come back and do it! And at the end of the day our preferences weren’t given any credibility. When that happens you have no communication, which is what we didn’t have and spelled the break-up. I can only tell my version of the truth and I believe what I know is correct.


‘Others will hear other things. I think a lot of it was the Ronnie versus Ozzy thing that cropped up for some reason or another. I don’t know why, because it’s never really bothered me what Ozzy does … I’m happy for his success, but it was that more than anything else, you know, that “I disrespected Ozzy” or something … like I really care!’
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BON SCOTT


9 July 1946 – 19 February 1980





Born: Ronald Belford Scott


 


Alter-egos: Bon Scott; the Bonnie Scot


 


(Pre) occupations: Frontman and songwriter with AC/DC.


 


In memoriam: ‘I’m a special drunkard … I drink too much.’ – Bon Scott


 


Deadly sins: Perpetually thirsty Bon was an old-school rock’n’roller with an incurable weakness for good drink, ‘bad food and nasty women’. As for his one backstage requirement: ‘I don’t give a fuck what else is on the rider,’ he’s reported to have roared, ‘as long I’ve got Jack Daniel’s.’


By the time he’d replaced Dave Evans as the frontman of AC/DC in October 1974, he was 28 years old, and though he’d already packed a lot of hard living into the latter half of his life – including a near-fatal motorcycle accident while under the influence, which saw him a mere ambulance’s reaction time away from an even earlier demise – his macho need to match or outdo his younger bandmates in the drinking stakes saw his already considerable alcohol consumption steadily rise, until it reached the point where his body clock was permanently set to cocktail hour.


 


From cradle to grave: Ronald Belford ‘Bon’ Scott was born at the Fyfe-Jamieson Maternity Hospital on 9 July 1946, to Charles and Isabelle Scott – known to all as ‘Chick’ and ‘Isa’, respectively – and until the age of six was raised in Kirriemuir, in the county of Angus in south-east Scotland. Prior to Bon’s rise to fame with AC/DC, the sleepy Scottish market town, which lies nestled within the foothills of the Grampian Mountains – the ‘gateway to the glens’ – was famous for being the birthplace of Peter Pan creator, J.M. Barrie, but in recent years a memorial plaque to Bon was unveiled in Cumberland Close, where he and his family resided.


By all accounts, young Bon was a mischievous handful who preferred to run with his mates rather than return home after school to do chores, which often resulted in Isa having to go out in search of her wayward son. As music ran in both sides of the family it was perhaps inevitable that Bon would show an interest, even if the instrument on which he chose to express himself left plenty to be desired – both in the family home, and in those of his immediate neighbours. ‘He was mad on drums,’ Isa explained in Highway to Hell. ‘[He] played on a biscuit tin, or the bread board. He loved it. People heard him practising.’ Kirriemuir’s residents had ample opportunity to monitor Bon’s progress on the biscuit tin, as each and every Saturday he would dutifully fall in line behind the Kirriemuir Pipe Band with the makeshift drum hanging about his neck on a piece of twine when the pipers marched through the town square.


Though a welcome addition to the Scott Clan came with Bon’s younger brother Derek’s arrival in 1949 (Chick and Isa’s first-born son, Sandy, died aged just nine months in 1943), his parents were beginning to get itchy feet. Isa was receiving regular updates from her sister in Melbourne – where she and her husband and baby daughter were living, having taken up the Australian government’s ‘Populate or Perish’ scheme, whereby British citizens were offered a new life Down Under for the subsidised fee of just £10 (with children under the age of sixteen going free) – and in the summer of 1952 the Scotts packed up their meagre possessions and waved a fond farewell to Scotland.


Upon their arrival in Melbourne, the Scotts temporarily moved in with Isa’s sister and her family in Sunshine, a suburb in the Victoria state capital’s industrial west (which was home to immigrants from all over Europe), before they were able to procure their own home after Chick landed a job as a window-framer at a local factory. Despite its idyllic-sounding name, however, Sunshine – with a myriad of rundown terraced housing specially built for its migrant workforce – was situated on the wrong side of the divide and had its fair share of local troublemakers, who were keen to give the incoming ‘whinging Poms’ a not-so-warm welcome. And it seems their sons were equally frosty when it came to new arrivals at school, as Bon later explained: ‘My new schoolmates [at Sunshine Primary School] threatened to kick the shit out of me when they heard my Scottish accent. I had one week to learn to speak like them if I wanted to remain intact. Course, I didn’t take any notice. No one railroads me, and it made me all the more determined to speak my own way.’


It was at Sunshine that he was to receive his lasting nickname. As there was already a Ronald on the class register, his new friends took to calling him ‘Bonnie’ – as in Bonnie Scotland – which was inevitably truncated to Bon. According to Isa, Bon also attended Sunday school until deciding early on that learning scripture got in the way of doing more enjoyable things – especially when Chick and Isa purchased a beautiful piano for their new home. Though Bon was happy to tickle the ivories at his own pace, he was unwilling to take lessons. And when the accordion became the latest instrument to catch his musical eye, his bemused parents sold the piano and bought him an accordion with the proceeds. This time Bon got as far as taking a few lessons, but as his true passion was for the drums, the accordion soon went the way of the piano to make way for a set.


In 1956, the Scotts were on the move again as Bon’s youngest brother, Graeme – who’d been born three years earlier – had been diagnosed with asthma. On their doctor’s recommendation, the family relocated to Fremantle, some 1700 miles away, as the hot and dry climate would be better suited to Graeme’s condition. Having relatives in Melbourne had helped the Scotts acclimatise to their new life Down Under, and though Chick would be working for the same company he’d worked for in Melbourne, when they arrived in Fremantle they didn’t know a soul.


As Fremantle is a port, the local populace was made up of all nationalities so, as a means of making new friends, Chick joined the Caledonian Society, whose members were also ex-pats. On hearing his dad had joined the Fremantle Pipe Band, Bon, sensing an opportunity to show off his drumming technique, joined the band as a side-drummer. But while donning a kilt and cap and playing the side-drum with the pipe band on big occasions – such as the opening ceremony of the Empire Games in nearby Perth in 1962, which saw Bon get his photograph in the Fife Free Press back in Scotland – was considered a huge honour, his ear was most definitely cocked towards the rock’n’roll music emanating from the family’s valve radio. In Let There Be Rock: The Movie – Live in Paris (filmed at the Pavillon de Paris on 9 December 1979, but not released until 1997), Bon recalls his mother’s reaction to his new vocation: ‘Back in about 1957 or ’8, I used to sing in the shower, and [she] used to say, “Ron, if you can’t sing proper songs, shut up; don’t sing this rock’n’roll garbage.”’


With school coming in a poor second to having fun, Bon got out of high school – John Curtin College of the Arts – as soon as he turned fifteen. With no qualifications, the only job he could find was working as a farmhand on a market garden, which was low-paid, but he at least got to drive a tractor. Living in a port town meant there was always plenty of work on the docks, and his friend got him work on a Cray-fishing boat, but Bon quickly realised he wasn’t cut out to be a fisherman and he returned to the land, taking a job with Avery Scales as an apprentice weighing-machine mechanic.


Music, of course, was still very close to Bon’s heart, and at weekends he could be found tearing it up with his mates at Port Beach dances. Needless to say, it didn’t take much persuasion for Bon to get up onstage and belt out a gutsy version of his rock’n’roll idol Little Richard’s ‘Long Tall Sally’ or ‘Tutti-Frutti’. It was at one of these dances that Bon’s world ground to a juddering halt. Embroiled in an altercation there in March 1963, he was sentenced to nine months at Fremantle’s Riverbank Juvenile Institution after pleading guilty to charges of supplying the local police with a false name and address, escaping police custody, having unlawful carnal knowledge with an underage girl, and of stealing twelve gallons of petrol. Though Bon rarely spoke about this unsavoury episode in his life, we know that he had ‘gone for a walk’ with the girl in question, and that when they’d returned to the hall some of the other boys decided they wanted a piece of the action. Bon had naturally stepped in, only to then foolishly give a false name and address to the officers called in to quell the disturbance, before making off in a friend’s car.


Upon Bon’s release shortly before Christmas, the parole officer assigned to him suggested the best thing he could do was apply to join the Citizen Military Forces (CMF), but nothing ever came of his application. However, as Australia had become embroiled in the rapidly-escalating Vietnam War, Bon had to register for National Service. Thankfully, he was not one of those called up for duty, but he would subsequently claim in an interview with a German magazine that he was rejected for service after being labelled ‘socially maladjusted’. Having secured another dead-end job as a store man with the National Egg Board, Bon began concentrating all his efforts on becoming a rock’n’roll drummer, and devoted his free time to pounding away on the drum kit he’d set up in the bay window of his parents’ living room.


Within a couple of months he’d formed the Spektors with a couple of guys he’d befriended who worked at the local oil refinery –Welsh-born guitarist Wyn Milson and singer John Collins – and another friend called Brian Gannon roped in to play bass. Though the Spektors gave Bon his first taste of being in a band, in the grand scheme of things they were little more than a weekend show band trawling the Perth club circuit, playing various rock’n’roll standards and Beatles and Stones covers. They made their live debut in early 1965 at the Medina Youth Club, and it was here that Bon first set his eyes on a striking seventeen-year-old blonde called Maria Van Vlijman with whom he would embark on a tempestuous on-again-off-again four-year relationship, despite the fact that she was dating Brian Gannon when they met. The Spektors, however, would soon be reduced to a shadowy memory when Bon and Wyn jumped ship to join forces with the more musically proficient members of their Fremantle rivals, the Winstons – including their singer, Vince Lovegrove – to form the Valentines. ‘I was a drummer in those days, and I used to play half the night on drums and spend the other half singing,’ Bon later explained.




‘There was no vocal training in my background, just a lot of good whisky, and a long string of blues bands – or should I say “booze” bands?’


– Bon Scott





‘The singer [Collins] also played drums, but not as good as me. Then I got an offer from the Valentines as drummer. But I wanted to be a singer so I joined as singer. It wasn’t because I wanted to be up front, it was because the singer used to get more chicks!’


Having established themselves on the Perth scene, the Valentines headed into the studio and recorded their debut single ‘Everyday I Have to Cry’, which gave them a Top Five hit in the Western Australian charts. Though the follow-up single, ‘She Said’ – penned by George Young, Scottish-born songwriter/guitarist with the Sydney-based Easybeats – failed to trouble the charts, the band got through to the prestigious state final of the Hoadley’s ‘Battle of the Sounds’ competition, staged in Melbourne. While they didn’t win, they impressed several prominent local music bigwigs and decided to relocate to Melbourne to further their chances of mainstream success. However, despite further trips into the recording studio, the only newsworthy event came when the band were arrested for possession of marijuana, and in the summer of 1970 the Valentines went their separate ways.


Bon’s path took him to Adelaide, where he threw in his lot with progressive rockers Fraternity, who – when they weren’t recording albums and touring – were happy living the hippie dream in a communal farmhouse out in the wilds outside of Adelaide. Fraternity would record two albums – Livestock and Flaming Galah – but while the movers and shakers on the Aussie music scene were touting them as the next big thing, the band repeatedly failed to capture their live sound on vinyl. Though Bon quickly tired of living a nomadic existence and moved back into town, he was obviously still required to make frequent forays to the farmhouse in order to write songs and rehearse, and it was during one of these weekly sojourns that he met his future wife, 21-year-old Irene Thornton. Bon and Irene tied the knot in a civil service on 24 January 1972, but the honeymoon was put on hold as Fraternity were about to embark on a tour of the Australian outback before travelling to England.


Bon was understandably thrilled at the prospect of touring England, as it would give him the chance to take Irene to Kirriemuir, as well as reconnect with his Scottish roots. What no one had taken into consideration, however, was that while England was in the grip of one of its periodical economic meltdowns, glam rock was in the ascendancy. Britain’s teenagers couldn’t get enough of T Rex, David Bowie, Sweet and Gary Glitter, but they had no interest in what a bunch of bearded Aussie hippies had to offer. Somewhat amazingly, Fraternity would remain in England for eighteen months, though for the first six months they did nothing other than sit around their rented house smoking dope and waiting for something to happen. When it became patently clear that nothing was likely to happen, the interpersonal relationships within the band began to sour, as did Bon and Irene’s marriage. Even a band name change – to the unimaginative Fang – failed to stop the rot, and following an outdoor show in Windsor in August 1973, the fragmented band returned to Adelaide under a cloud – one that was largely of their own making. (In one of those ironic quirks of fate which wouldn’t become evident until later, while in England Fraternity/Fang had played a couple of shows with a Newcastle-based band called Geordie, whose singer Brian Johnson would take Bon’s place in AC/DC following his death.)


Bon and Irene made the return trip to Adelaide together in time for Christmas, but though Bon was hoping that being back on home ground might help to heal their rift, Irene knew in her heart that their marriage was over. As if worrying about his estrangement from Irene wasn’t bad enough, Fraternity appeared no nearer to resolving their problems than they had been in England, and Bon was forced to take a regular job loading trucks at a fertilizer plant to make ends meet. With nothing happening on the Fraternity front, he kept his hand in musically by jamming with a ramshackle local outfit called Peter Head and the Mount Lofty Rangers.


With his first wages Bon bought himself a second-hand Triumph motorcycle so that he could get to and from work, make the Rangers’ rehearsals, and drop in on Irene in the hope that seeing him might erode her resolve. Irene, however – though still in love with Bon – had seemingly made up her mind. Bon couldn’t accept that the marriage was over, and sometime in late February 1974, having yet again failed to convince Irene to give him another chance, he arrived at the Rangers’ rehearsal space in a fit of drunken rage. In a classic case of Freudian ‘transference’, he took his frustrations out on the band before storming out and purposely riding the Triumph at high speed into the path of an oncoming car.


While his external injuries included a broken jaw and collarbone, and a nasty cut to his throat, his internal injuries were rather more serious, and for three days his life hung by a thread as he drifted in and out of consciousness. On hearing about the accident, Irene rushed over to the hospital and never left Bon’s side. ‘I remember being there once, sitting there with my sister,’ she recalled in Highway to Hell. ‘[I was] looking at the screen, you know, the heartbeat monitor, and the line stopping, and yelling for the doctor. The doctor came and banged him on the chest. It started again. He was terribly sick; he looked like a thin, frail old man. He was hunched from the broken collarbone, his throat was cut and his jaw was wired up. He was virtually skin and bone.’


When he regained consciousness and saw Irene maintaining a vigil at his bedside, Bon’s hope was renewed – especially when Irene agreed to allow him to stay with her after he was discharged a few weeks later. But, of course, Irene was simply doing what any friend would do under the circumstances: ‘He made a bit of an effort then but it [the marriage] was already stuffed,’ she says. ‘But it was probably like the friendship was a lot better after it was all over, when the bullshit and bitterness was out of the way.’


Although he was bedridden, Bon still had the use of his arms and was able to ease the pain with a steady supply of joints. And as he’d left several of his front teeth embedded in the tarmac at the scene of the crash, he was forced to sip his medicinal Jack Daniel’s through a straw. Bon was soon on his feet and seemingly back to his fighting best, but the truth is he never fully recovered and suffered severe pain in his upper body for the remainder of his life. However, the physical scars he was carrying from the accident were nothing compared to the mental anguish he was suffering over his failed marriage, coupled with him now being considered just another washed up has-been by the movers and shakers on the Melbourne music scene. And one cannot help but wonder what might have become of Bon had it not been for AC/DC.


Easybeats guitarist George Young’s younger brothers, Malcolm and Angus, had formed AC/DC the previous November, some ten years after they’d arrived in Sydney from their native Glasgow. However, while having an older brother in the Easybeats opened a few industry doors that might otherwise have remained closed – as well as securing them a support slot with Lou Reed on the former Velvet Underground frontman’s Australian tour – they might well have been left to flounder in the Sydney surf if it hadn’t been for Bon. Because while Malcolm and Angus’s twin-guitar attack was incredible to behold, it was undoubtedly Bon’s guttural vocal that provided the missing link they’d been searching for. Yet it was a link they came within an E string of passing up.


According to Vince Lovegrove, it was he who put Bon’s name in the frame after inadvertently discovering – during a casual conversation with George Young – that AC/DC were fed up with their singer Dave Evans, and on the lookout for a new frontman. Lovegrove was astute enough to recognise the serendipity of the moment, because with Fraternity/Fang on enforced hiatus, Bon was at a loose end. In fact, with nothing happening on the musical front, he’d resorted to doing odd jobs for Vince simply to survive. Vince had his work cut out in convincing Malcolm and Angus that Bon wasn’t ‘too old’, and cajoled them into giving him a chance to prove that he could rock their arses off. Despite this, when Vince gave Bon the news that he’d secured him an audition, Bon was less than enthusiastic about the proposal, going so far as to dismiss AC/DC as ‘a gimmick band’. And even though the chemistry between Bon, Angus, and Malcolm was obvious enough for the band’s manager, Dennis Laughlin, to offer Bon the gig on the spot, he was in no immediate hurry and went away to weigh up his options. Being a classic Cancerian, Bon was a bundle of contradictions, for while he’d dreamed of rock’n’roll stardom since the first day he’d served as a self-appointed Kirriemuir Pipe Band auxiliary, and knew in his heart that joining this happening young band would lift him out of his mundane existence, he also knew that joining AC/DC would mean abandoning any hope of getting back together with Irene – even though Irene had already made her feelings known.




‘Bon moulded the character and flavour of AC/DC. He was one of the dirtiest fuckers I know.’


– Angus Young





While Bon is remembered for his onstage rock’n’roll machismo, beneath his gruff exterior lay the heart of a hapless romantic. Bon certainly wasn’t the only Cemetery Gates inductee to give his all to the woman he loved – as Axl Rose’s ill-fated affairs with Erin Everly and Stephanie Seymour, and Pete Steele’s attempted suicide after a failed romance readily testify. Indeed, it was the only way he knew how to love, and it’s certainly nothing to be ashamed of. Yet, in holding nothing back, Bon left himself with nothing to cling to in the aftermath of the break-up.


Though fools rush in where angels fear to tread, Bon would have plenty of time to ponder his decision, because Laughlin was happy to wait until AC/DC had completed a six-week residency in Perth before he stopped off in Adelaide en route back to Sydney to reiterate his offer. It was well worth the detour, because the following day Bon called at Vince’s office and gave his friend notice that he would need to advertise for another handyman.


Bon’s debut with AC/DC came a few weeks later on 5 October 1974 at the Brighton Le-Sands Masonic Hall in Sydney, and such was his confidence that he didn’t even see the need to rehearse the songs, as Angus explained: ‘The only rehearsal we had was just sitting around an hour before the gig, pulling out every rock’n’roll song we knew. When we finally got there Bon downed about two bottles of bourbon with dope, coke, speed, and says, “Right, I’m ready,” and he was too. He was fighting fit. There was this immediate transformation and he was running around with his wife’s knickers on, yelling at the audience. It was a magic moment. He said it made him feel young again.’


Within a month of Bon’s arrival, AC/DC had recorded their debut album High Voltage, which included Bon’s ode to Irene, ‘She’s Got Balls’ (the first song he wrote after joining the band), and was unleashed on a largely unsuspecting Australian public via the EMI-distributed Albert Productions the following February. The band’s follow-up album T.N.T, which was released in December 1975, and opened with the anthemic ‘It’s a Long Way to the Top (If You Wanna Rock’n’Roll)’, was also only available in Australasia. The LP did, at least, further establish AC/DC as Australia’s premier rock band, and it was surely only a matter of time before the rest of the world sat up and took notice.


Somewhat surprisingly, given that EMI had been given ample warning from their man down under that AC/DC were the hottest ticket in town, it was the American label Atlantic Records that secured the band’s signatures in early 1976. With the ink barely dry on the contract, Atlantic re-released High Voltage – this, unlike the original debut, consisted of tracks lifted from both Albert Productions albums – and sent the band on a tour of Europe to promote the compilation album. The Lock Up Your Daughters Summer Tour, as it was called, not only introduced AC/DC to a wider audience, it also gave them a taste of what it was like playing on the big stage. And on subsequent tours promoting Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap, Let There Be Rock, Powerage, and Highway to Hell, both the stages and audiences got bigger and bigger.


While Malcolm and Angus’s drive, determination and dedication – not to mention their seemingly effortless knack for coming up with kick-ass riffs – was enough to ensure that the outside world would hear of AC/DC, both brothers readily acknowledge that they got to the top a whole lot quicker rockin’ and rollin’ with their ‘brother from another mother’. And even now, three decades on, their love and respect for Bon has not diminished. ‘I think it’s just something that is part of you. It’s like you lost someone close to you, in your family or a very close friend,’ Angus told braveworld.com on the thirtieth anniversary of Bon’s death. ‘You’ve always got that feeling they’re there but you just, I suppose, miss them in the physical sense. There’s always memories that keep coming back to you, and it doesn’t matter what the situation is. You could be travelling; you could be relaxing somewhere, or going to play or being in the studio, there’s always something that reminds you.’


Angus also told the website how their journey with Bon had eerily come full circle: ‘Just before he died, he’d come down with me and Mal, he got behind the kit and Mal said to him, “Ah Bon, get on the drums, we need a drummer,” and that’s what he loved. Bon wanted to be the drummer in the band. It was kind of funny, the first time we ever sat down, here’s this guy saying, “I’m your new drummer.” Mal convinced him to sing, to get up to the front of the stage. Then he was there at the end again. The last time you saw him, there he was behind the kit.’


Though Angus was a strict teetotaller, he and Malcolm were well accustomed to Bon’s inability to stop at just one bottle, and would have said their goodbyes expecting to hear about another crazy night on the town the next time they met up, but Bon’s uncanny knack for pulling away from the Grim Reaper’s scythe was about to desert him.


 


Moments of madness: Sometime during the early evening of Monday, 18 February 1980, Bon, having tired of drinking alone and trying to come up with song ideas for the follow-up album to Highway to Hell, accepted an invitation from an acquaintance called Alistair Kinnear to check out a new band who were making their live debut at London’s Music Machine. However, as Kinnear didn’t pick Bon up from his flat until approaching midnight, the show was over by the time they arrived at the Camden Town venue. The aftershow party, of course, was in full swing, and as Kinnear admitted in Metal Hammer magazine in 2005, he and Bon both partied hard into the early hours. When the party came to an end Kinnear – with apparent scant regard for being way over the legal limit – drove Bon home. By the time they arrived at Bon’s flat in Ashley Court, Bon had drifted off into unconsciousness, and as Kinnear couldn’t rouse him from his slumber he took Bon’s keys and let himself into the flat, fully expecting to find Bon’s current girlfriend, Anna, tucked up in bed. However, on finding the flat empty, Kinnear staggered back down into the street for another fruitless attempt to wake Bon. On realising that he’d inadvertently left Bon’s keys in the flat, and no doubt wanting to get to bed himself, he went in search of a phone box and called a mutual friend who suggested he take Bon back to his own flat in East Dulwich.


Though this solved one problem, Kinnear was still faced with what to do with Bon once he got home, as there was no way he was going to be able to assist Bon up three flights of stairs – especially in his sorry state. He made a second call to the same friend, who, having had plenty of experience of Bon passing out at inconvenient moments, told him to wrap Bon in a blanket, and suggested that as Bon had never been to Kinnear’s place before, he should leave a note indicating which flat was his so that Bon would know where to go once he came to. After bundling Bon up in a blanket, Kinnear lowered the passenger seat to make his friend as comfortable as possible. Little could he have known, however, as he placed a note bearing his address and phone number on the dashboard before staggering off to his bed, that he’d unwittingly signed Bon’s death warrant.


Kinnear says that it was somewhere between 4:00 and 5:00am before he got to bed, and he didn’t stir until sometime around 11:00am, when a friend called. As his head was pounding, he asked his friend to go back outside to check on Bon, and when the friend returned to say the car was empty, he simply assumed that Bon had woken up at some point and made his way home. It wasn’t until 7:30pm that Kinnear realised his mistake in not telling his friend that he’d lowered the seat. In a state of panic, Kinnear drove Bon to King’s College Hospital in nearby Camberwell, but he knew from Bon’s clammy skin and distorted features that the singer was already some way along the highway to hell he’d so often sung about.


Bon may be long gone, but his memory will continue to be saluted by those about to rock.
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