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Ben: To Jackie, Bonham and Rocco


Chris: To Karissa, Odette and Spence
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHORS




Alchemy


/’alkimi/


Noun: A seemingly magical power to create, transform and combine





The rhythm section is the inner sanctum of a band. The drummer and bass player share an unspoken language, a musical bond, a dual purpose. Keep the beat. Lock it in. Let it ripppp.


When all the attention is focused on the lead singer dazzling the crowd from the front of the stage, the rhythm section is focused on the music. Our magic happens on the outskirts of the spotlight. You might not always see us from the mosh pit below, but you can sure as hell feel us. We’re the wall of sound that hits you in the face, the throbbing pulse in your body, the energy coursing through your veins.


In Silverchair, the rhythm section was us: Ben Gillies and Chris Joannou, two kids from Newcastle who were born three weeks apart from each other and lived 40 metres away from each other on Smith Street, where Silverchair started. We were the drums and bass of Silverchair, but we weren’t the whole band. There were three people in Silverchair: Ben, Chris and Daniel Johns. Dan was the singer and guitarist.


We all played our parts in the band, and the sum of those parts is what made us Silverchair. There was an alchemy to the band. A spark. A chemistry. The Silverchair funnel that filtered our music to its most pure form was something that cannot be replicated or forced. When the three of us came together, it happened naturally.


We were a well-oiled, finely tuned machine. And that machine had a life of its own. It had a heartbeat. That heartbeat raced in time with the rhythm section. And it stopped altogether if a part was removed. If you took any one of us out of the machine, it broke down; the Silverchair equilibrium ceased to exist.


This story is told from deep within the machine. It’s told from the outskirts of the spotlight, from the seedy corridors backstage and from the very beginning. It’s a story only we can tell, and we’re telling it with brutal honesty. With truth comes a sense of healing. We hope.


Parts of this book, we tell together; but some stories need to be told alone. Silverchair is a big part of both of our stories, but there’s more to tell.


We want to tell our full story because we were there from the beginning until the end, and it’s a great story. Mostly, we want to tell our full story because it’s ours to tell. We want our kids to know our story. Our kids are our driving force – in everything we do. We want them to hear about our experiences from our perspectives. We all remember things about Silverchair differently. Some things we don’t remember at all. Many things have blurred together in a haze of youth, hedonism and nostalgia. This is how we – Ben and Chris – remember it. It’s how we felt and how we saw things go down. This is our untold history. It’s our legacy.
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RECIFE, BRAZIL, 2003


We’re trapped in our hotel. There’s a thick crowd of people waiting outside the lobby to get a glimpse of us. Better yet an autograph, or a photograph, or a sniff of our hair. We don’t know.


The only thing keeping us from being engulfed by the masses is a heavy glass door, a bemused hotel security guard and an unspoken rule that says you’re not allowed to enter the grounds of a hotel that you’re not staying at. It’s not a binding law, but there’s something taboo about it. Do not enter. No trespassing. Private property.


The hotel lobby is sacred ground guarded by the threat of a raised eyebrow from the receptionist. For us, today, it’s a safe haven from the chaos outside.


We’re all here: Ben, Chris and Dan. Those aren’t the names we’ve checked into the hotel under, though. We have aliases. Ben is Mr Landers, Chris is Mr Rockwell and Dan is Mr Diggler. We think we’re hilarious referencing the cult film Boogie Nights. Who knows what the hotel staff must think?


It’s 2003 and Silverchair mania is peaking. Here in Brazil, it’s off the charts.


We’re playing in front of a packed crowd at Classic Hall in Recife. Here we are: three scruffy-haired boys from Newy at an arena on the other side of the world. It’s 11 pm and the stage is dark. A countdown starts and the 10,000-strong crowd pushes forward towards the front. The lights come up as Dan launches into the opening bars of ‘After All These Years’. It’s hard to hear the music over the screaming.


When we jump into ‘World Upon Your Shoulders’, the crowd knows all the words. They scream the lyrics back to us and the words hit us like bricks. This is the real wall of sound.


Ben keeps time. Dan closes his eyes as he belts out the chorus. Chris bends his body over his bass concentrating on every note. The crowd screams some more. Some of them have been waiting outside the venue since 5 am, trying to get a front row position. They’ve waited hours, days, years for this moment. The anticipation fills the air, which is sticky with sweat and smoke from the stage.


This is our third time in Brazil. Two years earlier, we were standing on the Rock in Rio III stage performing to 250,000 people, our biggest ever crowd. We watched as hundreds of thousands of people moved to our beat like an enormous synchronised-swimming act on dry land. What a rush.


For some reason, we have a huge fan base in Brazil, hence the adoring crowd surrounding our hotel.


‘How are we meant to get out of here?’ someone asks. It’s a valid question. We’ve got a flight to catch, places to be, people to see, gigs to play and all that.


A plan is made. We’re bundled into the back of a car with dark tinted windows. Cutting through the crowd, we can see red and blue lights in front of us and can hear sirens following us.


‘What the hell is going on?’ we ask.


‘This is for you guys. We’ve had to organise a police escort to get you to the airport safely and on time.’


We’ve been carrying a Handycam Camcorder around and recording the tour. One of us sticks the camera out the car window to capture the madness outside.


‘Hey, you better pull your arm in. Someone will chop your hand off to get that camera,’ warns a rep from the record company.


It’s like a scene out of a movie, but we’re living it. We weave through people and traffic led by a procession of police cars.


When we arrive at the airport, we pull straight up to the tarmac. There are no queues, security checks or customs forms. We walk straight onto the plane and take our seats. Heading where? We can’t remember. The details have faded from our memory, but we’ll never forget the surreal feeling of being swarmed by people and needing a police escort to drive down the street. It’s all very rock’n’roll.


There is a collection of moments in our lives where we’ve thought, ‘How the fuck did we end up here?’ This is one of them.


For a long time, we thought our success in Brazil was to do with their serious grunge scene in the ’90s when we broke into the industry as teenagers. We had the right sound at the right time, we figured, and we weren’t wrong, but there was more to it.


It was only recently that we learnt the full truth. Our popularity in Brazil is thanks to a parallel import scheme. Back when people still listened to – and bought – CDs, it was cheaper for the Australian music store chain Sanity to import albums from Brazil than to buy directly from the Australian record company. When our third album, Neon Ballroom, was released, Sanity bought 20,000 copies from Brazil. We can imagine the conversations that were had at the Brazil HQ of our label.


‘Holy shit. What’s going on with Silverchair? Check out these numbers, they’re really blowing up,’ we bet someone said. ‘We should put a stack of marketing and publicity money behind them.’


And so, our mistaken popularity became a reality. It was a self-fulfilling prophecy. Sanity unintentionally launched us into a new market. The numbers said we were a big deal in Brazil, so we became a big deal in Brazil.


Of course, we didn’t know this at the time. We didn’t know much about anything. We were just three young Aussie guys riding a wave. We could never have predicted how big the wave was going to get. We could never have known that it would swallow us whole.












BEN GILLIES
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NEWCASTLE, AUSTRALIA, 1987


The first thing I noticed was his watch. There was nothing special about the watch; it was just a regular timepiece with a white face and a black leather band, but Daniel Johns was clearly proud of it. His mum had bought him the watch to soften the blow of him having to repeat Grade Three in primary school. He had repeated because he was born in a month that made him really young for the year he was in originally. It was a common practice to repeat kids for that reason; it probably still is. But Dan repeating Grade Three was a sliding-doors moment that would turn out to have monumental significance for both of us.


Repeating a year of school is never ideal, but it’s particularly rough in Grade Three. By then, cliques have been formed, friends and enemies have been made, in-jokes have been created. New kids aren’t exactly welcomed, even if they’re sporting a cool new watch.


‘Nice watch,’ I said to Dan when he joined my class.


Dan lived near me in the beachside suburb of Merewether, and my mum knew his mum, so she orchestrated us to be friends. ‘This boy is repeating a year, so be nice to him. I want you to talk to him and include him in things,’ she told me.


Mum didn’t need to put the hard word on me to befriend Dan. We hit it off straight away. We saw something familiar in each other and naturally gravitated towards one another. We just clicked. It was instant. In many ways, Dan and I were so alike: we were both a bit weird, we both loved playing cricket, and we were both born musicians. We didn’t know that then, though.


Dan knew who I was before we officially met. He told me he’d seen me at a local cricket game way before we became friends. Dan was playing in a different group from me because of the way the cricket intake worked, but he remembers watching me bat at a match. When I got out, he saw me walk off the field, yell at my mum in frustration and throw a tantrum. He thought I was wild!


We both came from working-class, blue-collar families. My dad, David, was a plumber, and my mum, Annette, ran the household and kept me and my sister, Kristy, in check. Dan’s dad, Greg, worked at the Newcastle fruit markets and his mother, Julie, stayed at home, like mine. My mum and Julie Johns were very different women. My mum wasn’t backwards about coming forwards, but the thing they had in common was their stubbornness and their maternal instinct to protect their kids above all else.


My childhood was pretty stock standard. It was Newcastle in the late ’80s/early ’90s and things were uncomplicated. Life, for me, revolved around sport, the beach, my mates and music. Dad had some beautiful vinyl stereos and a record collection to match. We had five sets of headphones all with varying degrees of tangled spiral leads – I had my favourite pair – and I spent hours sitting in front of the stereo on our very stylish brown pouffe working through the piles of vinyl after school.


In the early days, Dan and I would spend whole afternoons in the Townson Oval cricket nets two blocks away at the end of my street, practising our batting and bowling, hitting and throwing ball after ball to each other, over and over again. Back at my place, we’d hang out in the backyard passing a rugby league football back and forth or hiding out under the banana trees. We enjoyed each other’s company, and I know Dan liked being at my house. There was always music playing and fun to be had.


Dan slept over at mine all the time, and never missed chicken schnitzel night. My mum wasn’t a very good cook – she didn’t like cooking – but she had her repertoire of meals that I thought were tops (when I was a kid). And Dan was a fan of her schnittys.


I don’t know how it started, but at some point when Dan used to sleep over at my house, we would tickle each other’s backs. It sounds a bit weird now, but maybe it’s not that weird for young boys. We would’ve been eight or nine. As a kid I loved it when Mum tickled my back, so somehow I convinced Dan to tickle my back, and we all know the rule: You tickle mine, I’ll tickle yours.


Even though we were always having sleepovers, I rarely stayed at Dan’s place. He loved coming over to mine, where we could be silly and run amok, so that’s what we did.


We were inseparable. We were best mates. Almost always. One day in primary school Dan started hanging around with another boy in our grade named Scott Brown and basically stopped spending time with me. He dropped me. And I didn’t understand why. We hadn’t had a falling out or a fight. As a young kid, it was pretty confusing and tough. But just as quickly as he dropped me, he dropped Scott and started hanging out with me again. I didn’t think of that experience again until much, much later; unlike other memories that I’ve hashed over many times.


I clearly remember being nine, sitting in my bedroom with Dan and mucking around with a little keyboard I had. ‘Check this out, man,’ I said, playing some random keys. Dan was watching intently and taking it in. We were a budding musical duo and we called ourselves – among many other names – 9.9 on the Richter Scale.


Not long later, I was sitting in the same bedroom, playing the same keyboard on my own, when the Newcastle earthquake hit. The room shook and I froze. It’s human nature to remember where you were and what you were doing when disaster strikes. That’s where I was on 28 December 1989: in my childhood bedroom playing a tiny keyboard. It was a pretty standard occurrence, aside from the earthquake of course. Dan and I ended up dropping the name 9.9 on the Richter Scale.


For Dan and me, music became a core part of our friendship. We bonded over our love of it, listened to it endlessly and played it together. As a rap duo, Dan and I wrote our first batch of songs, including Dan’s sure-fire hits ‘Silly Men’ and ‘Tappy’. The very first song we wrote together was titled ‘Elephant Rap’, and it was a rap about an elephant. It started something like this: ‘There’s an elephant walking down the street, and his feet are tapping to the beat.’


Our wordsmithery didn’t stop there. Dan and I made up a book together titled ‘Captain Crinkle’. We wrapped it in that shiny plastic covering every kid had on their workbooks in the ’80s and ’90s, and we gave it to the librarian to stock in the library for others to enjoy!


Yeah, our foray into books didn’t last long. We went back to music and played ‘Silly Men’, ‘Tappy’ and ‘Elephant Rap’ at a school charity day. We also did a cover of the Ghostbusters theme song. It was a serious performance. We pushed all the desks in our classroom to the front of the room up against the blackboard to create a stage. A bookshelf formed a pseudo green room and separated us from our adoring fans (six of our schoolmates). We waited behind the bookshelf for someone to press a button on the keyboard to play a demo track on loop. Funnily enough, the person we entrusted with pushing the button was Scott Brown.


When the beat dropped, we made our grand entrance, leaping across the stage (desks) wearing matching denim jackets. At the end of the show, we swung our jackets over our heads and threw them into the audience.


The crowd did not go wild.


We didn’t notice. We were on a high. From behind the bookcase, we heard one of the older girls say something to her friends on her way out of the classroom. ‘Those boys are so cute,’ she said. Our egos swelled. An older girl thought we were cute: we’d officially made it.
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TAMPA, FLORIDA, UNITED STATES, 1999


This isn’t our usual crowd. On the long drive to the festival ground in Tampa, Florida, we see a trailer park for the first time in our lives. There are lines and lines of dusty caravans in the middle of nowhere. There are no trees or gardens. It’s just mobile homes all the way to the horizon. It’s an eye-opening sight for us all – and a sign of things to come.


We’re playing Livestock Festival alongside American rock royalty Kid Rock, Loudmouth and Sponge. Everyone has come to see Kid Rock. The crowd is middle America at its beer-drinking, gun-shooting, Kid-Rock-worshipping best.


We don’t know who booked the gig for us, but we were warned it would be tough. It’s clear to us that this isn’t Silverchair country. The crowd is not here for us. Heck, they’ve probably never heard of us. When we walk into the green room, we’re surprised to be greeted by a fan. His name is Bubba the Love Sponge. He’s an American radio host and he tells us he’s into our stuff. At least that’s what we think he says, it’s hard to concentrate when there are three bikini-clad girls hanging off Bubba the Love Sponge.


We step outside for some fresh air and are stopped by a bloke and his missus. ‘Hey, you’re those guys from Silverchair,’ says the man in a thick American accent.


‘Yeah, that’s us,’ we reply, not knowing if they’re fans, haters or have just seen us on the bill.


There’s an awkward pause. The couple are clearly waiting for us to keep talking to them, but we don’t know what else to say. He’s wearing camo shorts and a trucker cap, and she’s wearing a tight denim skirt and an American flag singlet.


It’s the woman who breaks the silence.


‘Do you want to see my tits?’ she says.


No thanks is what we think. Caught off-guard, we make eye contact with each other and exchange nervous glances. The woman doesn’t wait for an answer and proceeds to take her top off in front of us, right here in the backstage area at the festival standing next to her partner. Embarrassed, we try to politely look away, but we’re not quick enough.


When we get out on stage, the nudity continues. It’s probably the most flashing we’ve ever witnessed at a show. The initial flashing was a shock, but the show itself is something else.


Tits aside, it’s a tough gig. We try to get the crowd pumped with ‘Emotion Sickness’, but it goes down like a lead balloon. It’s the stillest crowd we’ve ever seen.


We pull out the big guns: ‘Abuse Me’, ‘Ana’s Song’ and ‘Suicidal Dream’.


Nothing.


Dan goes hard. ‘Can I get a hallelujah?’ he screams. ‘Let’s hear it for Jesus! Let’s hear it for Satan! Let’s hear it for sex, drugs and fucking rock’n’roll!’


Nothing.


The crowd remains still. We accept defeat.


After the show, we head back to our hotel, but stop at the open field next door first. The night is not lost. You see, yesterday we bought $500 worth of fireworks from a corner store. We just walked in and bought a shitload of fireworks. It was so easy and casual. The fact that fireworks are illegal in Australia makes it all the more exciting for us.


For two hours, we light them up and watch them burn. We run around like mad men, howling at the night sky.


Our keyboard player, Sam Holloway, launches a banger into a tree, which promptly catches on fire. The flames dance for a moment, then fizzle out.


We drink heavily, throwing caution to the wind. Safety isn’t front of mind. Hell, it’s not even side or back of mind.


Miraculously, we don’t lose any eyes or fingers in the process. We’re still high on adrenaline and firework fumes when we finally walk into the hotel reception in the early hours of the morning. The adrenaline wears off at the sight of two police officers, who look like they’re waiting for us.


Shit. We could be in trouble here. Act straight. Don’t look at their guns. Get ready for an interrogation.


‘Wow, did you guys have fun? It sounded like the Fourth of July out there,’ says one of the cops, with a laugh. We breathe a collective sigh of relief in response.


We leave Florida with so many memories, or should that be, umm, mammaries. You’d think being constantly flashed pairs of tits at a festival would have made us feel like rock gods. It didn’t.












CHRIS JOANNOU
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NEWCASTLE, AUSTRALIA, 1987


I don’t remember my first memory of Ben because he’s always been in my life. We were born three weeks apart – him first, me second – and in my infancy we lived a stone’s throw away from each other on Smith Street in Newcastle. My parents – David and Sue – owned and ran the local dry-cleaning business on the corner of Smith Street and Glebe Road, and we lived in the house behind it. There was me, my twin sister, Louise, and our older sister, Nicole. Our house smelt like freshly pressed linen, and our clothes were always perfectly ironed, even my t-shirts had a straight crease down the sleeves. I guess that’s a hazard of the family business.


My parents met when Mum was working at a sandwich shop in an arcade in Charlestown, Newcastle. Dad used to pick up the dry-cleaning from his cousin’s menswear shop in the same arcade, and then order lunch from Mum at the sandwich shop. She knew his order before his name: two corned beef salad rolls, no carrot.


‘He fell in love with my corned beef salad rolls,’ Mum likes to joke. It’s a simple story, and we lived a simple life in Newcastle as a family.


My mum was friends with Ben’s mum, our dads listened to the same music, and my older sister knew Ben’s sister, so naturally we became friends too. I’d make my way to Ben’s house and wait in his driveway so we could walk to school together. At the start of every school year, a group of us would pose for a photo outside Ben’s house.


That house was where it all started. The genesis of Silverchair happened within a six-block radius. There were four of us in the beginning: Ben, Dan, me and Tobin Finnane, who played rhythm guitar. We were the Innocent Criminals. We all lived within walking distance from each other, and we all went to The Junction Primary School, then Newcastle High. We were all mates, but Ben and Dan were best mates.


I was the last member to join the band, and I wasn’t even their first choice! Ben, Dan and Tobin had been jamming after school one day when a local muso someone’s parents must have known jumped in and started playing the bass. They lost their shit at how cool it sounded. It was a lightbulb moment for them. In that instant, they knew they needed a bass player. Apparently, they asked three other kids before me. No one wanted to be a bass player at twelve, it was guitar or drums or bust.


It helped that my dad was a bass player back in the day. He was in a band called The Talisman and he played a bass just like the one Paul McCartney had that resembled a large violin or a cello. Dad hadn’t seen that bass for twelve years, though, because he’d given it to a neighbour when he stopped playing. After Ben and Dan invited me to join the band, Dad called the neighbour and asked if he still had his old bass. It had been collecting dust in a garage and the neighbour happily returned it to Dad, who cleaned it up and restored it for me.


I didn’t choose to play the bass – in a way, it chose me. Or rather Ben and Dan chose it for me. Regardless, I fell in love with it. I did – and still do – like the purpose of the bass. It sits between the melody of the song and the rhythm of the drums and fills the space. It doesn’t need to be complicated to do its job well. There’s beauty in its simplicity.


When I first started playing, I got some lessons from a bloke named Lee, who lived in a wild share house on City Road in Newcastle. All the housemates played in rock’n’roll bands and had long hair, and there were beer bottles on every surface. At the time, I thought Lee must have been forty, but looking back he would’ve only been in his early twenties. Everyone seems old when you’re young.


I’m sure the lessons taught me a lot, but most of what I know, I learnt by ear. I was never any good at reading music, so I listened and worked it out.


At high school, I was in the same music class as Ben and Dan. Our teacher, Mrs Young, was very traditional and classically minded. She encouraged us to learn Beethoven, but we insisted on playing ‘Paranoid’ by Black Sabbath at the performance class every week. Same time, same place, same song. Week in, week out. We didn’t falter.


For a period of time, whenever we had music class, all three of us had to sit in the teachers’ staff room. We were banished from the classroom because, apparently, we were too disruptive, and it was negatively impacting the other students in the class. After a few weeks, our peers were asked to take a vote to determine whether we’d be let back into the class. The verdict came back in our favour. ‘They’re willing to take you back,’ we were told.


Our harmless chaos ensued. One day Mrs Young came to school upset. Someone had been prank-calling her house, and she thought it was Ben. He certainly had form for it, and he had access to her home number because it was in his mum’s phone book, but he swore it wasn’t him (this time). Mrs Young pulled Ben and Dan out of class and took them into the alcove between the two music rooms where she gave them a feral dressing down. She was clearly having a bad day, and Ben tried his best to be sensible so as not to rile her up even more. It lasted all of thirty seconds before he burst out laughing. That set Dan off and they both lost it. Mrs Young left the room in tears. It was a fairly regular school day for us. Ben genuinely felt bad for making our teacher cry, though.


Friday was the best day of the week, because we had ‘band practice’ every Friday arvo at Ben’s house. We started out in the family living room, then moved to the garage, and when we dropped down to a three-piece, we set up shop in Ben’s bedroom, where there was a tie-dye Led Zeppelin banner hanging on one wall and a Doors poster on another. Somehow, we fitted a drum kit, two guitars, an amp and three boys into the tiny room. The small space didn’t hold us back. We let it rip. Ben’s mum, Annette, must have been at her wits’ end with all the noise and our excitability.


We had the odd complaint from the neighbours, mostly from the man who lived in the house directly behind Ben’s. He was a caricature of a cranky old bloke. He used to light grass fires in his yard when Ben’s mum had washing on the line outside. One day the old bloke had enough of the noise we were making in the garage, so he came over the back fence with a garden fork and went for Ben’s dad, David. When David pulled out his shovel, the neighbour suddenly calmed down and went home.


It wasn’t until after our first album was released that David built a loft on top of the garage and soundproofed the whole thing. It felt like a palace compared to Ben’s cramped bedroom, and we could be as loud as we wanted without bothering the old bloke in the house behind. David intended the loft to be a ‘man shed’ for himself, but we immediately took it over and it became band HQ. Annette was relieved to have us out of the house, so it wasn’t all bad news for David. We were just stoked to have a rehearsal space.


We might have been young, but we weren’t mucking around. We took the band seriously. As the Innocent Criminals, we played anywhere and everywhere. Because we were underage, the options were limited. We started entering every local band comp we could and became regulars on the talent quest circuit.


By far, our biggest competition in the talent quest game was a family band made up of young Pacific Islander siblings and cousins who wore matching Hawaiian shirts and called themselves The Raging Rebels. Their drummer was a cute seven-year-old and they were all totally adorable. They were always in the same comps as us and they always beat us; and they did it with the same song every time. That song was ‘Feeling Hot Hot Hot’, and they played it hot hot hot. It killed. They were genuinely really good, but no one could compete with the cuteness of their drummer. No offence, Ben.









BEN GILLIES
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NEWCASTLE, AUSTRALIA, 1987


Ask anyone who knows me, they’ll tell you: I was a ratbag. Mum always used to say I had two modes: on and off. I was either running around going berserk or sitting down too exhausted to move. There was no middle ground.


Mum had a rule for me. Because I wanted to play every sport, try every hobby, do everything, she resolved that I had to ask about something three times before she would allow it. I asked to play cricket three times and she signed me up for the local team. I asked for a surfboard three times and she let me get one. I asked to take drumming lessons three times and she found a teacher.


Why the drums? I can pinpoint the moment the decision was made. I was eight years old and in Grade Three at primary school. The school hall felt enormous to me. In reality, it was just a normal-sized room with itchy green carpet and a stage at one end; but to me – a small boy – it was like a stadium. I was sitting on the itchy green carpet watching the school band perform at an assembly. There was a lot going on, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the drummer. ‘That’s so cool,’ I thought to myself. I could feel the kick drum vibrating across the floor and up into my body. It moved me, literally and metaphorically.


I’d always been drawn to music. I sang in the school choir, and I remember one of the teachers who kept a close eye on me (so I wouldn’t misbehave) stood next to me while I was singing at a rehearsal. She leant towards me, as if she wanted to see if I was mucking around. But when she heard me, she looked at me, nodded and smiled, as if to say, ‘Wow, you’re actually taking this seriously.’


After hearing the drummer in the school hall on the itchy green carpet, I rushed home from school that day to tell my mum that I wanted to play the drums. I must have kept on talking about it because Mum found a drumming teacher to give me lessons. The teacher’s name was Mrs Charka and she played in a community band that may or may not have had religious ties. She must have been in her sixties, but to me – again, still a small boy – she was a very old lady. Her house, where my lessons were held, was covered in crocheted doilies. The rooms were dark, the furniture was heavy, and the space was limited. Every square inch of that place was full of books, ornaments and knick-knacks. The room where we practised smelt like lavender and dust. It wasn’t exactly the rockstar rehearsal space I’d been dreaming of.


The most surprising thing about old Mrs Charka being a drum teacher was that she didn’t have a drum kit. Instead, there was a small architect’s drafting table made from dark timber in the centre of the practice room. The table had a lip on its bottom edge, and that’s what I would tap away on during my lessons while Mrs Charka played the flute. I didn’t know exactly what a drum lesson was meant to look like, but I remember wondering where the hell the drum kit was.


I had no idea where Mum found Mrs Charka, but I guessed it was in the classified section of the newspaper or on a noticeboard outside a canteen. I’d signed up for lessons wanting to play rock’n’roll. Mrs Charka taught me the samba. Looking back, it’s absolutely hilarious. But at the time, I didn’t know any better. I figured all drummers learnt to play on a drafting table in an old lady’s house surrounded by doilies.


It was a bit odd, but I tried to take my lessons seriously. Well, except for one day when I couldn’t help but crack up. I was sitting in front of the drafting table and Mrs Charka was sitting next to me playing the flute when she leant over ever so gracefully and let out a huge fart. Kindly, it was aimed in the other direction from where I was sitting. Being a young boy, there was nothing funnier to me than a fart, so I was about to lose it, but then I realised Mrs Charka was acting totally normally, as if nothing had happened. I felt like I had to say something to acknowledge what I just heard. ‘That was a ripper,’ I said. Mrs Charka didn’t even look at me, she just continued on with the song.


Mrs Charka was my first drum teacher, but she wasn’t my last. Next up came Mr Burns, my primary school band leader and conductor. When the drummer I’d seen play at the performance in the school hall finished primary school, I took his place in the band. There were no other candidates. Mr Burns was always encouraging me and loved it when I played louder. As it goes, loud was my speciality.


My first ever performance with the school band was in the Great Hall at the University of Newcastle. It was a big auditorium and it was full. I was so nervous, I went into the girls’ toilets by accident, which as you know is the most embarrassing thing you can do as a kid. Worse than letting a fart rip when you’re standing right next to someone.


When Mr Burns became the principal at another school and left as the band leader and conductor, I was seriously disappointed. He was replaced by Mrs Shelley, who made a comment that I’ve never forgotten. ‘Any dodo can play the drums,’ she told me. Ouch.


Mrs Shelley always told me to ‘play more quiet’. That’s an oxymoron if ever I’ve heard one. Drums, by design, are not a quiet instrument.


I was drumming – not quietly – in the school band when my mate Andrew Campbell started drumming too. A pair of dodos! We became the unofficial bosses of the band. Sure, there was a conductor, but we knew we were the real leaders of the group. We were the engine room running the show. We were the blokes in charge, at least that’s what we thought. My favourite song to play was called ‘Rock of Gibraltar’.


One day during school band practice, a guy from Newcastle’s local marching band, The Marching Koalas, came in to check us out and encourage us to join their ranks. The man’s name was Peter Cronin and after he watched me play, he gave me a couple of pointers and asked me to think about becoming a Marching Koala. I must have asked Mum three times if I could join, because I did.


As well as running The Marching Koalas, Peter held drumming lessons out of a little room at Lambton High School on a Saturday morning and, get this: he had a real drum kit, not a drafting table. My mum would drop me off every Saturday morning and pay $10 for a thirty-minute lesson that would inevitably end up lasting an hour and a half. Somehow, I was always Peter’s last lesson for the day, so we happily ran overtime. Peter was generous with his time and knowledge; for whatever reason I think he liked me, or at least saw that I got it. I had a lot to learn, but I got it. Drumming is in me. I was born with it. But raw talent is nothing if you don’t nurture it and put work into it.


I loved the feeling of drumming; the power of the kick drum. I was a sporty kid, and the drums were a sporty instrument. They required energy and agility and some serious hand coordination. I had all of the above. Sitting behind the drum kit felt like home to me.


I’d been playing the drums in the school band for a year or so when Chris and Dan joined the trumpet section, after Chris had a brief involvement with the saxophone. They didn’t seem particularly enthusiastic about playing the trumpet, but they were keen on being in the band and making music. By the time we hit high school, Dan had started playing the guitar and we were playing as a two-piece. At one point we performed in a talent show under the name Short Elvis.


At this point we didn’t have a clear lead singer. Dan wasn’t overly fond of being the frontman but because he was the guitarist it felt like the most natural decision for him to also be the lead singer. For a second I had considered singing myself, given that I’d done it in the choir and for other performances but there weren’t many drumming singers around at the time, and I was happy behind the kit. Apart from that, Dan was a great singer – he had incredible pitch for such a young age. It wasn’t long before Tobin joined us, playing guitar, and we convinced Chris to pick up the bass.


One of our neighbours had a drum kit taking up space on a shelf in their outhouse toilet, so Mum offered them $70 and it became my first kit (if you don’t count my prized set of bongos). It was only a bass drum and a floor tom, so over a few weeks we got some second-hand cymbals, more toms, and a snare drum to complete the kit.


After some serious thrashing, I upgraded my kit to an old Premier 303 that Dad picked up from a garage sale for $150. I don’t know how he found it. He just turned up with it one day, and blew me away. It needed some TLC – which Dad and I did together – but that became my main kit. It’s the kit I used to record ‘Tomorrow’.


We lugged that drum kit to all our shows, including the much-anticipated Phoenix Baseball Club end-of-season presentation ceremony. Dan and I had played baseball there for a couple of years so we must have twisted someone’s arm. Next to the baseball field, there was a canteen-type structure that was closed for the day, so we set up our equipment there under an awning outside. There were plenty of people hanging about waiting for the presentation to start, but none of them ventured over to watch us play. When I say none, I mean none. We played to an audience of zero. It felt more like an open-air rehearsal than a gig. The lack of audience didn’t faze us, though, we played a mix of covers and originals with such teenage bravado.


From behind the drum kit, I saw a bunch of kids running around the baseball field. They were oblivious to us playing our set but seemed fascinated by something else. It took me a moment to figure out what was going on. The kids were watching a pack of male dogs chasing after a female on heat. They were captivated by it. In the distance, we played the closing chords to ‘I Felt Like It’, an early original.
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LONDON, ENGLAND, 1995


The office is decked out with white leather chairs, band posters and swanky pieces of art. It’s cool. Like really cool. Someone’s trying to impress us and it’s working. We’re here in London to meet with the manager of AC/DC, who happens to be interested in managing us: Silverchair, the hot new Aussie band on the scene.


There’s some serious wooing going on, but it’s mostly directed towards our mums. From his fancy office chair, the manager of AC/DC invites us to dinner at Michael Caine’s restaurant that night. It’s an upmarket joint, and near impossible to get a reservation, unless you’re the manager of AC/DC, that is. This bloke is trying his hardest to win us over with a gourmet meal at a hoity-toity restaurant, but he doesn’t seem to recognise that we’re three teenage boys from Newcastle who are used to eating burgers, chicken schnitzels and calamari rings at the local pub. Our idea of fine dining is the buffet at Sizzler. God, we love a Sizzler.


We feel entirely out of place here. The tablecloth is so white it’s glowing, and there isn’t a single crease in it. Incredible. The three of us take our seats at one end of the table, and our parents sit closest to the manager of AC/DC at the other end of the table. When a waiter hands Ben a menu, he’s sure they’ve given him the wrong one. It’s written in a foreign language, he thinks. He doesn’t know what any of the dishes are, and he starts to panic. It’s a relief when he recognises the word ‘calamari’ and figures he’ll just order that. Sorted.


Dinner is served and Ben is presented with a gnarly looking bowl of black rice. At the sheer sight of it, he bursts into laughter and Dan joins him. We lose it. We’re in absolute stitches over a bowl of black rice. The dish Ben had ordered was not deep-fried calamari rings; it was squid ink risotto. There is some squid in it, though: three very small white shavings gently reclining on top of the rice.


Ben picks up the delicate shavings, which equate to about a third of a mouthful, and inhales them. He doesn’t touch the black rice. The fancy, five-star meals are wasted on us. The manager of AC/DC must realise that we’re not exactly picking up what he’s putting down. Maybe it’s the untouched bowl of squid ink risotto? Or our disinterested faces? After the laughing fit, the most excitable we get over dinner is when we’re talking about the Daytona arcade game at Piccadilly Circus. We’re all obsessed with it and have been spending our free time feeding pounds into the machines for hours on end.


After dinner, as we’re leaving Michael Caine’s restaurant, the manager of AC/DC pulls out his wallet and hands us each a £20 note. It’s a last-ditch attempt. He knows it, and we know it. ‘Here you go, boys, here’s some cash for the Daytona,’ he says.


We’re starving, so we grab some burgers to eat at Piccadilly.


And that’s how you win over three teenage boys.












BEN GILLIES
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NEWCASTLE, AUSTRALIA, 1989


My dad drove a light-green Commodore sedan VB model with thick lights at the front. I have a vivid memory of sitting in the backseat in the carpark of a shopping centre. I would have been ten. My parents were having a serious conversation in the front across the handbrake. I was probably thinking about junk food or video games, so it took me a minute to realise what they were talking about. It clicked: Dad was tossing up whether to buy a new stereo. It must have been expensive for us because he was deeply contemplating the purchase. I could see his furrowed brow in the rear-view mirror. I tried to sit as still as I could so as not to jinx the decision, but in my mind, I was sending a telepathic message to Dad. ‘This is a great idea, come on Dad, you need this stereo, we need this stereo,’ I willed.
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