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                     ‘Would you come to me

                     If I was half drowning

                     An arm above the last wave.’

            
                

            

            Lou Reed, ‘Junior Dad’8
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9
            Introduction

         

         It was 1 July 1999 and I was hanging around backstage at the Meltdown Festival in London. I was the director of the festival that year. It was the Nina Simone evening. Germaine Greer had just come off stage after reading Sappho in the original Greek to a genuinely perplexed audience. Nina Simone was locked in her room and was not seeing anyone. People were running around screaming stuff at me. It was a typical Meltdown evening of genius and barely contained chaos.

         Nina Simone was a god to me and to my friends. The great Nina Simone. The legendary Nina Simone. The troublemaker and risk taker who taught us everything we needed to know about the nature of artistic disobedience. She was the real deal, the baddest of them all, and someone was tapping me on the shoulder and telling me that Nina Simone wanted to see me in her dressing-room.

         Nina sat in the middle of the dressing-room dressed in a white billowing gown. She wore bizarre metallic gold Cleopatra eye make-up. Pressed against the wall of the room sat several attractive, worried men. She sat, imperious and belligerent, in a wheelchair, drinking champagne. She looked at me with open disdain.

         ‘I want you to introduce me!’ she roared.

         ‘Yes,’ I said.

         ‘I am Doctor Nina Simone!’

         ‘OK,’ I said.

         I knew that I stood within the presence of true greatness, and was happy that, for a small second, I existed within her orbit and that my life would be marked by this moment. I loved her.

         I did what she asked and introduced her to the crowd, and then stood in the wings and watched her negotiate the stairs to the stage – it was clear that Nina Simone was not well. I watched as she walked slowly, painfully, to the front of 2 the stage. She stood ferocious and majestic before her audience, arms at her sides and fists clenched, staring down the crowd. In the audience, five rows back, I could see Warren’s face, awestruck and glowing as if from a dream.

         Nina Simone sat down at the Steinway. She took a piece of chewing gum from her mouth and stuck it on the piano. She raised her arms above her head and, into the stunned silence, began what was to be the greatest show of my life – of our lives – savage and transcendent, and the last performance of Nina’s in London.

         The show ended in mutual rapture and Nina Simone left the stage a different person – restored, awakened, transfigured – and we too were changed and would never be the same. Not ever. As I turned to leave, Warren was crawling up onto the stage, looking possessed and heading for the Steinway.3

         
            [image: ]

         

         4Twenty-one years have passed. The piece of chewing gum belonging to Nina Simone, which Warren retrieved from the piano at the Meltdown Festival and rolled up in her hand towel, is being placed on a marble pedestal in a velvet-lined, temperature-controlled viewing box. We are in the Hallway of Gratitude, part of the Stranger Than Kindness exhibition at the Royal Danish Library. As the chief conservator places the little piece of grey gum on the plinth like a hallowed relic, we are all silent, awed.

         Warren has kindly released the gum into the world. He has turned this memento, snatched from his idol’s piano in a moment of rapture, into a genuine religious artefact. It will sit there on its plinth in Copenhagen as thousands of visitors stand before it in wonder. They will marvel at the significance of this most ordinary and disposable of things – this humble chewing gum – how it could transform, through an infusion of love and attention, into an object of devotion, consecrated by Warren’s unrestrained worship, not just of the great Nina Simone, but of the transcendent power of music itself.

         The chief conservator of the Royal Danish Library adjusts a small yellow light that shines directly onto the piece of gum, and we all stand back a little, and with held breath, watch it glow.

         
             

         

         Nick Cave

1 July 2020
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         When I was maybe 4 or 5, my older brother Steven, who was 6 or 7, woke me up with his giggling. He was sitting on his bed in front of the window, bathed in light, peering through the crack between the roller blind and the frame. I could only see his outline, backlit by the light, like the shadow scissor-cut out of a facial profile. There was a glowing white light illuminating the window facing the backyard. Light bursting from the space between the roller blind and the window frame.

         ‘What is it?’ I asked.

         ‘Come and look.’

         I went and sat next to him on his bed. He pulled the roller blind away from the frame. The backyard was full of clowns. The sky was full of light. Like a giant flashbulb that flashed for ever. On the lawn was an egg-shaped caravan. It had been converted into a food cart, the window flap held up to make an awning. Inside were clowns making hamburgers. They had a griddle fashioned from corrugated iron to cook the mud patties and would place them between two large gum leaves then pass them to the clowns gathered under the awning. There were clowns everywhere. Smiling and contorting, doing somersaults. Hiding behind trees. Taking aim. Throwing the hamburgers at each other, playing in the large eucalyptus trees near the bedroom window and the crimson bottlebrushes that grew over the wooden back fence. Standing on the top branches of the yellow wattle trees. Scaling trees like cats, hanging upside down with their legs curled around the branches, their clothes covered in mud stains and eucalyptus leaves. They made no noise. Our laughing woke our father in the other bedroom. He asked if everything was OK.

         ‘There’s clowns in the backyard!’ I yelled.

         My father replied half asleep from his bedroom, ‘They will be gone in the morning. If they aren’t, your mother will 6 scare them away when she hangs the washing out on the clothes line.’

         After some time, my brother and I got tired and fell asleep. We woke in the morning and looked out the window. They were gone. The caravan had vanished. The backyard never looked the same after that.

         Every night before bed our father would stand in the doorway of our bedroom with his head bowed, bathed in the amber hallway light, and recite a prayer.

         
            
               Our Father,

               Who art in heaven,

               Hallowed be thy name;

               Thy kingdom come,

               Thy will be done,

               On earth as it is in Heaven.

               Give us this day our daily bread;

               And forgive us our trespasses,

               As we forgive those who trespass against us;

               Lead us not into temptation,

               But deliver us from evil.

               For thine is the kingdom,

               The power and the glory,

               For ever and ever.

               God Bless Mummy, Daddy, Steven, Warren and Murray,

               All the little girls and boys,

               All the doctors, nuns, nurses and teachers,

               Please love us all.

               And guard us and guide us,

               For ever and ever,

               Amen.

            

         

         I’d lie in bed wondering who the mysterious Gartis and Gytus were. I believed the prayer was written by my father. When I started going to church I wondered why the priest didn’t recite all of the prayer my father had given to him. 7

         After prayer I waited for dusk. Lying in bed the twilight would come to life. These clear shapes gently moving; comforting spirits touching my face, transparent amber barley sugar cascading silently. I could see the dark. I was never afraid. One day these spirits went away. I’ve looked for them ever since. Waiting for them to return.
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         August 2019
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         10In 1975 I began taking lessons on the violin. The violin in the text conversation with Nick is the first violin I owned. The violin I played from 1975 through to 1996; through primary school, secondary school, university and the first half of the nineties when I started playing in bands. There’s a photo my dad took of me in the backyard in 1977 playing this violin, wearing a green t-shirt and jeans, back-dropped by a typical Australian wooden fence and a blue sky. Miss Nevett’s tree is in the background. I remember he told me to angle my first ever wristwatch to catch the sunlight. The watch had a thick leather embossed strap and was a recent 12th birthday present. I was more proud of the watch than the violin.

         I had started playing the accordion in 1974. It was my first instrument. I used to hang around a rubbish dump in Alfredton, Ballarat, with my two brothers, Steven and Murray. It was our hangout, a place to dream and practise smoke rings with a packet of Winfield Blue and Alpine Menthol under a weeping willow outside the perimeters. It was built on the site of a disused quarry that was filled with stagnant water, and the craziest seagulls and ibises kept watch. The surrounds of the quarry were piled high with mullock and waste from the mine. The path to the tip was legendary for its swooping magpies. Many a gauntlet had been run trying to access it. Legend said the lake was bottomless, inhabited by creatures. It was there I decided that I wanted to repair bicycles when I grew up.

         I found a discarded Hohner piano accordion one day, black with 120 bass buttons. I stepped on it in the rubbish and heard it wheeze. It was massive and weighed a ton; the smell of it made my intestines move, like when you enter a thrift store. My older brother found a motor-mower engine. He grew up to be a car mechanic. My mum made a draw-string bag from orange and purple material for a case, and I lumped the accordion to school over my shoulder, Santa-style. My teacher, Geoff McClean, played accordion and gave me lessons. Every day he would start class with a few tunes he played on the 11accordion and we would have to guess what the tunes were. I decided to learn the violin a year later, in 1975, when a visiting violin teacher, John Hughes, asked if anyone wanted to learn the instrument and I noticed all the girls raised their hands, so I raised mine.

         My father knew this guy, Eric Wilson, who sold second-hand instruments, and he was certain he would have a violin. Dad played guitar and wrote country and western tunes and he had taught briefly with Eric Wilson at Wood’s Music in Sturt Street. We paid him a visit. He had a room in his home full of every type of instrument under the sun: banjos, guitars, drums, saxophones, dulcimers, weird trumpets, brass, woodwind and some violins. I stood at the door and looked with wonder at this room as he rummaged through it. He would pick up an autoharp and give it a strum, blow a note into a sousaphone, picking his way carefully and passing instruments out to make room. All these silent instruments. The potential. He returned from the room with two fists full of violins, clasping two in each hand by the neck. I could kind of play ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’. I chose this particular violin from the four, and my parents bought it for me for twenty Australian dollars. It became known in the family home as ‘the old German one’. It felt enormous on my shoulder and smelt like Arnott’s Milk Arrowroot biscuits. When I arrived at the class with my violin there was me and another guy, Craig Menzies, and no girls. He had one pointed ear that protruded from his Cobain-blond dead straight hair and he said he was a Martian. He was in the grade above me. He’d build flying saucers from a wheelbarrow and a kitchen chair in his parents’ garage and tie them to the tow bar of the family car with a long piece of rope. When his mum drove away he would put on a large motorcycle helmet, sit on the kitchen chair attached to the wheelbarrow and yell, ‘This is it. I’m taking off. I’m going home.’ My brother Steven and I would stand in the doorway of the garage, announcing the countdown, watching him in awe under the lunar fluorescent lighting. So I started the 12 violin with Craig Menzies. He lasted a week. That left only me. I was 9 years old.

         The same year I was doing a paper round on my bike. I delivered newspapers and overdue library cards until I was 15. Six years, my personal best at holding down a regular job. One day, for some reason, I picked up this lead weight I saw lying on the road. It’s a particular kind of weight that is hammered on car tyre rims to balance them so they turn evenly. They vary in size dependent on the weight needed and can be anything from a centimetre to 10 centimetres in length. I put it in my pocket and kept it. I associated it with good luck. From that day on, anytime I would see a tyre weight I’d have to stop, pick it up, pocket it, or throw it in my school bag. If I found one for a truck, it was a good day. They were 20 centimetres in length. Big luck!
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         13I wouldn’t pick up broken weights because I sensed the luck was gone. I would transfer unbroken weights to a cardboard box that had transported food from Cincotta’s fruit and vegetable store, 201–209 Mair Street, Ballarat. I kept it under my bed. A treasure chest. A fist of bananas printed Warhol-like on the side. I remember R and H Foodland that was located in Pleasant Street around the corner from the fruit shop near Crawford’s Pharmacy. It had the name of the store in large font on the brick façade above the entrance. There was a large Winnie the Pooh-style beehive full of honey with a light inside that made the honey glow magically through a transparent section on the side. It was sitting on a table amongst the fruit and vegetables. From the entrance you could see it glowing. I would stand in the doorway and look at it before entering. There was a black handle that you would place a jar under and lift and fill with honey. I would stand beneath it and stare up at that beehive and imagine being inside it, bathed in the amber light. Opposite Crawford’s Pharmacy was St Peter’s Church where my father’s prayers were recited the first Sunday of every month.

         I eventually filled the box under my bed with:

         
            – lead tyre weights

            – Phantom comics

            – treasures from the local rubbish dump

            – flint cigarette lighters which needed fluid

            – World War II bullet cartridges that had been formed into airplanes and letter-openers

            – broken peacock feathers

            – yoyos

            – overwound watches

            – a thin leaflet of unexplained mysteries with images of the Loch Ness monster, Cottingley fairies and Yeti

            – pocketknives

            – stickers

            – a bike-tyre puncture repair kit 14

            – a small quarter-full stamp book with embossed butterflies on the cover

            – cassettes

            – Mad comics

            – two tortoise-shell-framed magnifying glasses. A small and a large

            – a black wooden elephant with a broken trunk

         

         My dad had a box of his own secrets in a high cupboard in the hallway. A box of lyrics he had written for songs he wrote on the guitar. One was titled ‘Mis’ry Is My Middle Name’. There were also multiples of a photo of him with his guitar which he planned to autograph for fans when he finally made a career.
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         Pieces of paper where he practised his signature. Lead stamps with his name, Johnny Ellis, to print on the photos. Next to the box was a pile of 78 rpm vinyl. Mostly Hank 15Williams, Luke the Drifter, and the odd Chad Morgan. Some Little Richard, and the Everly Brothers. He would sit around the house playing these songs he’d written. He’d open a book of poems and make a tune up on the guitar and sing them. He recorded one single before he started a family, a self-financed 45 rpm recording of ‘Mis’ry’, and a 78 rpm of ‘It’s No Wonder’ backed with a live version of ‘The River Looks Lonely Tonight’ at the Queen Elizabeth Geriatric Centre. Then one day I guess he packed his songs in that box.

         I rode a bike to school. I rode a bike all the time. It was everything. Freedom. ‘Be home before it’s dark,’ was all my mother would say as I rode down the gravel driveway. My school bag was weighed down with these weights, and they made holes in the bottom of it. They would fall out of the holes, much to my embarrassment, and be greeted by quizzical stares. I guess my box was thrown out at some point in time after I left the family home in the early eighties.

         It’s something I do to this day. Subconsciously I still bend down and pick them up. Although there are fewer on the streets, it seems. Maybe there’s a new process to balance rims, or tyre rims are made differently. Or maybe they attach better. I don’t know. If you look in my current travel bag you’d find one or two in there. There are little stashes of them in drawers and plastic bags. In a side pocket or swimming in the bottom with the other stuff. It can ruin my day walking past one and not bending down. If I am on tour playing concerts, or in the studio working on a project, there is no way I will not pick them up if I see one on the ground.

         I auditioned for a music scholarship in 1976 to study music at a local private school, Ballarat Grammar. I played an old bluegrass tune, ‘Orange Blossom Special’, a tune I used to watch Johnny Cash close his TV show with, a harmonica version, every Sunday evening. My father would religiously record the show on his reel-to-reel tape recorder with a microphone pointed at the distorting television speaker. He demanded a reverential silence from us. He seemingly knew how to play every Johnny Cash and Hank Williams song. 16 He bought me a book with the piece ‘Orange Blossom Special’ transcribed for fiddle. When I played this piece for the scholarship audition this impossibly tall guy, Alan Woodend, came over and put his hand on my shoulder. He smelt of tobacco and his fingers were long and bent, his knuckles gnarly and hairy.

         ‘Do you have any idea of the technique involved in playing that piece?’

         ‘I don’t,’ I replied.

         ‘How did you hear that piece?’

         ‘On the television, watching Johnny Cash.’

         He smiled. The next day he called my parents to offer me the scholarship.

         I was obliged to play a second instrument, so my mum suggested the flute because it fit in my school bag on my bike. So I started the flute as well. In all truth I don’t recall practising very much, ever. I mostly listened to music. I never particularly liked the violin. It seemed to have attached itself to me. The flute wasn’t even a detail. In 1983 I had to choose between university and a job I had been offered at McDonald’s as a manager. My flute teacher Keith Wilson took me aside and said, ‘Don’t be a bloody idiot, Warren. You have something with music. Go to university. Let me arrange an audition in Melbourne for you.’ I chose university, and the violin and flute came with me.
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