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To Jill, Rob and James, you are the best thing that
ever happened to me – John









PROLOGUE


I don’t enjoy talking about myself, I really don’t. Don’t get me wrong, I’m an egomaniac, but dredging up the past and picking through what has and hasn’t been, it’s just not something I’ve ever really enjoyed. I’ll try to share as much as I can, but it’s not easy because I’ve never really been that open. I guess there are reasons for that, reasons for my reluctance. I was just a kid when ‘Sadie, the Cleaning Lady’ came out in November 1967. A kid dreaming of making a career as a singer, but working as a plumber’s apprentice. I’d never spoken to a journalist before and there I was with people suddenly interested in me and asking me lots of questions. There were a couple of journalists around at that time, I’m not going to name and shame or anything like that, because that’s not something I want to do, but a couple of people who were around then were looking for anything they could get, in any way, shape or form. They were relentless. When you think about it, trying to trick a teenager into being a bigger fool than he already is, because you’re a fool when you’re that age, well, it’s not sport. It was their trickery more than what they wrote that affected me at the time. Still hurts me to think about it now. Back then I didn’t know people were like that, had no idea they could be so cruel or manipulative. I was ‘Chirpy Johnny’, a naive, pretty, young boy and I was ripe for the picking. So there are things I don’t want to remember. But now I’m sitting down to tell my story, it’s all rushing back. The good and the bad. It’s like my life is flashing before my eyes. I’ve got so much going through my head it’s like flick, flick, flick, flick. It’s a bit disconcerting actually. It’s a very strange feeling sitting here looking back on my life. There are things I could tell you that would make your toes curl. I just need to make sure I get the balance right, because though there are things that have happened that are hard to talk about, I know I’ve been lucky, so very lucky, to be able to do what I do. And from all the wonderful things that have happened to me over the years, from all over the world, I couldn’t imagine my life in any place other than Australia. I wouldn’t live anywhere else on Earth. This country has given me and my family so much. And this book? I don’t know whether remembering my life and putting it down on paper is going to be cathartic or not; I think it might be helpful, somehow. It certainly brings some memories back, geez, my mind is going a million miles an hour …









CHAPTER 1


OPPORTUNITY KNOCKS


Picture post-war London, East End. Half of the area was bombed in the war, actually more than half. Absolutely flattened. Tens of thousands of houses and buildings were destroyed and thousands of people killed by the German blitzkrieg bombings. Whenever you see pictures of the East End of London from that time, all the people look dusty and everyone looks poor. I was born four years after World War II ended and though in our household there wasn’t much money to go around, I never felt poor, quite the opposite. We knew we didn’t have the stuff some of the other kids had, but we were never made to feel anything other than happy. Most people I knew were in the same boat, and there was so much life to catch up on after years of war, disruption and loss, so people were just getting on with it, living optimistically. It felt like all the people I knew were filled with happiness.


My parents, Rose and John Snr, were young when they got married, but not as young as Jill and I were when we married. My mum was a year older than my dad and the war years had interrupted her education, so she could barely read or write, but she was a bright spark and a sweetheart. She was one of three sisters and everyone called her Rosie. There’s a good chance she was already pregnant with me when they married, and she was twenty-three when I was born.


My dad had been in active service peacekeeping in India after the partition and he met my mum not long after he returned to England. He never enjoyed talking about his time in India, it troubled him, but years later when he got older, a lot older, we were sitting down having a couple of beers, and I asked how it was for him in those times.


The silence went on for a while and then Dad finally said that when a woman’s husband was killed, part of his job was to stop the woman from throwing herself on the funeral pyre and going up in flames.


I’ve never been short of words but I didn’t know what to say to him after that because I saw the distress on his face. We never talked about it again.


After Rosie and John were married, they lived with my nan and grandad, Dad’s parents, in a small house in Dagenham, London. That’s where they were when they had me, and we stayed there until my sister Jean was born, when I was two. My other sister, Jacqueline, was born when I was eight and my brother, Stephen, is thirteen years younger than me, but he was born in Australia. Anyway, when a council flat came up, one of those massive tower blocks, the four of us moved onto the thirteenth floor. The flat was high in the sky and tiny. I can remember sitting around a gas stove with the door open in the winter to get warm before going to school. My mother never showed us she was worried about money or where she lived, she was always bright and optimistic. Like I said earlier, she was a sweetheart. I always knew I was in trouble if my mum called me Johnny. I’d hear, ‘Johnny!’ And I’d think, Oh shit, I’m in trouble now. I can never remember an actual walloping. Many were threatened, but they never eventuated.


‘I’ll smack your bleedin’ arse!’


‘Go on, get off you little sod!’


I can remember Mum sliding cardboard into my shoes because the soles had holes in them. I know this sounds like a ‘poor me’ moment, but honestly they are wonderful memories of Mum looking out for me. There she was carefully putting cardboard in my shoes to stop my feet getting cold. I would rush around outside and my feet would always get wet anyway.


My dad was a good man. He was a fitter and turner and he used to have this bicycle he rode to work at the Ford Engine Plant in Dagenham. It had a little motor on it and I thought it was the best thing in the world. Every Friday night, without fail, Dad would come home from work with a treat for us. Friday was payday and he would bring home Rolos, the chocolates. If my sister Jean – Jeanie Jam Roll is what we called her – was out, I’d eat hers too. If she came home and there was only one chocolate left, I’d quickly eat half and hand her the other half, which of course used to piss her off something shocking. Yes, her older brother was a ratbag! I was terrible.


Jeanie and I used to fight quite a bit as kids, which is probably not surprising since we had to share a bed. Head to toe, which was the done thing back then if space was tight. I regret fighting with Jeanie now, we lost her to cancer a couple of years ago. I came across a photo of her the other day that I hadn’t seen for forty or fifty years. There’s Jeanie standing next to me, a head shorter and she’s got a frilly dress on that absolutely typified her girly nature. Later on in life she became agoraphobic, she couldn’t leave the house at all, which was very limiting for her. On top of that, she took on the role of carer for my father after he had a massive stroke. She looked after him and my mother, too, which was a lot of work. I didn’t know all that was to come, so I just used to rile up my sister whenever I could.


But my sister got her revenge for my chocolate transgressions. She got me back real good. Jeanie always had a better sense of direction than me. I’d walk around with Mum and Dad or other family and not really pay attention to where we were going. I was rarely on my own so there was no need. We went down to a local park one day and I was on the swing enjoying myself when Jeanie said, ‘Come on, I want to go home!’


I didn’t want to leave and I told her so, but Jeanie wasn’t going to wait. ‘Well, I’m going.’ And off she went.


I kept swinging and hanging about but when I was ready to go home I got hopelessly lost. It was only a short walk to the flat but I got completely bloody lost. I’m still the same, I can get lost in a corridor, I kid you not. I wandered around trying to find our place and I must have looked very troubled because finally this man came up to me and said, ‘Are you alright, son?’


I blinked, looked up at him and replied, ‘I’m lost.’ He took me to the local police station and the first thing the copper asked me was, ‘Did he touch you? What happened?’


I told them no, and they grilled me for a little while. I was able to give them enough of a description of where I lived that they could work out where it was. I was so relieved as this copper walked me up the stairs. My mum was frantic with worry. Jeanie was happily playing with her doll in the bedroom.


When I think back on my childhood, most of my earliest memories are filled with music. My dad was very musical. He would whistle or sing constantly. Around the house, reading the paper, whatever he was doing, music radiated from him. It’s the same with me. I love to whistle. Well, I can’t now because of all the surgery I’ve had on my mouth, but when I could I whistled constantly. I was the same as a kid, I would whistle, hum or sing wherever I went, totally unawares, completely in my own world. One of my teachers obviously got sick of it, because one day he stopped in the middle of class: ‘Right, that’s it, I’ve had enough of that, stick your head out of that window and sing “He’s Got the Whole World in His Hands”.’ So I did. I stuck my head out of the window and broke into song, singing at the top of my voice.


I guess I can’t blame that teacher; even Jill loses her patience with my whistling and humming from time to time. One day when my career had finally started to take off again and we were flying a lot, we were walking down the aisle of a plane to our seats and suddenly she’d had enough.


‘John! Shut up!’


‘Oh, sorry,’ I mumbled and closed my lips.


I had no idea I was even whistling. It’s a family trait: when happy, whistle. I’m just like my father and my grandad.


Grandad’s name was John but everyone called him Jack, which is where I got my nickname from. He was a sprightly old bastard. He was little but very agile, which helped him in the boxing ring. He fought under the name ‘Kid Johnny Farnham’ in the local pubs. Publicans would set up a ring to draw in the punters and away they’d go. When he wasn’t boxing inside the pub, Grandad was busking outside of it. He’d start singing and people would spill out, surround Jack and all sing along with him. It was the same story at home. He could play the piano by ear and someone, my dad or grandad, would be whistling or singing and then an uncle or aunty would catch on and break into harmony and, before you knew it, the whole family would be singing in three- or four-part harmonies. I’m sure it sounds like a scene out of a musical but that’s what it was like. It was wonderful. At every ‘knees up’, which is not a piss-up but just a party, someone, either my mum or Aunty Mary or Aunty Grace or even Nan, would stick a lampshade on her head and kick off into the Cockney classic ‘Knees Up Mother Brown’. Then we’d all join in.




Knees up Mother Brown


Knees up Mother Brown


Under the table you must go


Ee-aye, Ee-aye, Ee-aye-oh


If I catch you bending


I’ll saw your legs right off


Knees up, knees up


Never get the breeze up


Knees up Mother Brown





My Uncle Christopher, Dad’s brother, was also a bit of a musician. He was in a trio with another couple of local lads and they would perform around the place. One day they even got themselves on the British talent show Opportunity Knocks. It was so exciting, we all huddled around Nan’s television because she was the only one who owned one, and we watched Uncle Chris perform.


Stupidly enough, I did a version of Opportunity Knocks years later in Australia, not as a singer but as the compere and it was the worst. I was working on another show, a pilot program for a drama series and the director of Channel 7 literally blackmailed me into doing it. He cornered me in the studio one day and said, ‘I want you to do Opportunity Knocks.’


I said, ‘No, I don’t want to do that.’ He said, ‘Well if you don’t do it, you won’t go on the drama series.’ It was pretty clear he wasn’t going to take no for an answer so I said, ‘Oh okay. I’ll do it.’ (When you put it like that …)


The creator and host of the show, Hughie Green, came over from London for the taping of the program. It was a nightmare and he wasn’t much fun at all. He had this particular way of saying ‘opportunity knocks’ that really drew out the syllables and he combined that with an over-egged North American accent. He didn’t like the way I said the words at all.


‘No, you’re doing it wrong!’ he kept telling me. He didn’t give me any advice or direction other than, ‘When you talk about the show, say Op-por-tun-i-ty Knocks!’


I tried it, over and over, but I could never get it how he wanted.


I never would have dreamed, at eight or nine years old huddled around the TV at Nan’s, that one day I would be on the other side of the screen. But all that was years away and all that mattered at that moment was that Uncle Chris was amazing. He had beautiful bright red hair, not that you could see that on the black and white telly, and a good singing voice, but his band didn’t win.


So much of our family life revolved around music. My Uncle Alf had a record player and I used to listen to Tommy Steele, the Everly Brothers and Paul Anka over and over when I was a kid. I loved them all. Years later I went to see Tommy Steele at Her Majesty’s Theatre in Melbourne with my nan. After the show we waited at the stage door to catch a glimpse of him. Eventually Tommy emerged. There were about ten or fifteen other people there with us and Nan mustered up her thickest Cockney accent and shouted over the crowd, ‘Tommy! Can we have your autograph? We’ve come all the way from England to see you!’


That wasn’t why we’d moved to Australia so I nearly died hearing that, but it worked and we got his autograph.


I’d never really thought about Australia, or the possibility of moving here until one day my family went to South End, to the beach. It’s hard to call it a beach when there’s no sand but at the time it was the only beach I knew of. My Uncle Alan, who was like an older brother to me, had bought this army surplus life raft, a big circular thing, about twelve foot in diameter and we launched it off the pebbles into the sea. We were all sitting in it – me, my Uncle Alf, Uncle Alan, Uncle George, Uncle Christopher, Dad and Grandad – rocking on the tide and Grandad, because he was always the life of the party, stood up shakily and barked out to no-one and everyone, ‘Why don’t we paddle all the way to Australia?!’


We did no such thing that day of course but the joke lingered, then morphed into an actual question. That was perhaps the first time I heard of the possibility of immigrating.


Next thing I remember I was watching an advertisement on the telly at Nan’s place. It must have been a call-out for the ten-pound Pom scheme but all I remember were sparrows landing on someone’s knee and then eating out of someone’s open palm. ‘Immigrate to Australia where you can have birds sitting on your knee!’


Some of the extended family had already made the trip, and then it was happening for us. We were moving to the other side of the world as assisted passage migrants – yes, ten-pound Poms, but kids travelled free. I can remember lying in bed at night listening to my dad and my Uncle Alf nailing tea chests closed. They were packing up all our gear, and that packing continued right up until the day before we left. Even the morning we set sail they were still stuffing clothes into suitcases. We left England from Southampton in early 1959 on the SS Orsova, bound for a different life.


We were the second wave of Farnhams to leave England. There was me, Mum, Dad, Jeanie, Jacqueline, Nan and Grandad, two uncles and 1500 other passengers. I was nine, Jean was seven and Jacqueline was one.


It took us about six weeks of sailing to make it to Australia. Luckily I found my sea legs quickly, but Nan and Grandad were sick the entire voyage. We’d be up on deck and I’d turn to Mum and ask her where Nan and Grandad were, but I didn’t think much more about them because there was always something to keep me busy onboard. I only found out years later that they spent most of the trip vomiting their guts up in the cabin.


Us kids had our moments on the ship. Jacqueline was a pretty little thing, and it turned out there was a man onboard who was rumoured to be an Arab prince or dignitary, or perhaps he was just very wealthy. Anyway, he took a shine to Jackie and offered to buy her from my parents. My father was beside himself. He was furious, but he didn’t seek any punishment for the fellow’s inappropriate request. He and my mother were far too English, they just gave a polite smile, spun around and walked off, with Jackie in their arms, in the opposite direction. Of course they wouldn’t sell Jackie or even consider it, but I am sure they kept a close eye on her for the rest of the trip.


No-one tried to buy me, but I did nearly fall overboard. I never told Mum or Dad, not at the time; actually, not ever. I had a little tomahawk, a toy one not a real one, which I loved. One day I left it in the kids’ area. It was much later in the day when I got back to our cabin and realised I’d left it behind. I went to get it but the access doors to the area were closed. I could see the tomahawk on the other side of the glass gate so I decided to get up on the outside rail and climb around. Not exactly a good idea, and it got worse as I climbed. It turned out there was a partition in my way. As I was manoeuvring around it my foot slipped. I somehow just managed to hold on, my feet dangling down with the ocean beneath me. I regained my footing and made it around the partition and into the kids’ area. Safely back on deck, I picked up the tomahawk, took one look at it and tossed it overboard. Better it than me.


It seemed like those weeks went quickly, though not quickly enough for my seasick grandparents. We stopped at Fremantle first, and then the next thing I knew we were coming into Melbourne. I remember the ship felt like it was tilting because everyone had rushed to the one side to wave to their relatives ashore. All the relatives were waving madly back. We arrived in Melbourne on 15 May 1959.


Because half the family on my dad’s side were already settled here, we managed to dodge the transit hostel and we all moved straight into Aunty Mary’s weatherboard house at Lot 13, Joan Court, Noble Park. The first wave of Farnhams, uncles Stephen and George and aunties Grace and Mary, had stayed in one of the hostels when they first arrived and they told us it was dismal. There were maggots in the rice and all sorts of depressing things like that, but they coped and eventually did quite well for themselves. We were lucky to skip all that when we moved straight in with family.


Thankfully, nobody could ever accuse us of being whingeing Poms. We weren’t anyway, but soon after we arrived, Mum, Nan and Aunty Mary pooled their money and bought a lottery ticket, or Tatts ticket as they were known. They bloody won! They won £10,000, can you believe? That was a lot of money back then. They were beside themselves, jumping up and down, carrying on. Of course, Jeanie and I had no idea what was happening. Eventually they calmed down, then they sat us down and told us (Jacqueline was still too young for a sit-down like that). I couldn’t believe it. The prize was divvied up and the money allowed them to each put a deposit down on a house or land. Mum and Dad bought a block and built our house at number 10 Doonbrae Avenue, Noble Park. Aunty Mary, Nan and Grandad bought houses just around the corner.


From day one I embraced living in Australia. I was so happy and grateful to be here. But I didn’t like school. I didn’t like it anytime, anywhere, England or Australia. When I arrived in Noble Park they put me into a grade below my age group because I’d missed out on so much schooling on the voyage, so that wasn’t a good start. Then, on my first day of school, I got six of the best. The teacher lashed me three across each hand and the strap was about an eighth of an inch thick. It hurt!


I’d been sitting in class and the kid next to me farted. He dropped his guts and when the smell hit I blurted out, ‘Yuck!’ The teacher was not impressed and he strapped me for it. There I was, standing up the front getting lashed and trying not to cry in front of my new schoolmates. What a brute that Mr Baddley was. Mind you, I can still remember some of the lessons he taught me.


‘Now, when you talk, don’t talk through your nose like that, talk through your throat and your mouth.’


I remember that lesson vividly. And when you think about it and actually start listening to people, a lot of Australians, English too, they speak very nasally, they talk through their noses. That made such an impression on me. Ever since that day, I’ve always tried to talk through my throat and mouth rather than my nose.


I got through primary school okay and then started high school at Lyndale High. Australia is a sporty nation and Lyndale High School was a sporty school, but unfortunately I wasn’t sporty at all. I was a fat kid. I was good at tunnel ball and that’s about it. Everyone was Australian Rules mad and I tried my best at the game, but my best wasn’t near good enough.


One time we were playing against a neighbouring school and I took this terrific mark. I was thrilled. I caught the ball and held it tight against my chest. I started running like buggery toward the goal but my head was faster than my legs and I went arse over. Somehow, I picked myself up and retrieved the ball. A teammate standing in front of goal was yelling madly for the ball so I kicked it as hard as I could. It went straight up, then came straight back down again. In a matter of moments I had ballsed it up twice. First with the stack, then the kick.


Cricket was worse. It nearly knocked me out. They had me fielding in silly mid-on, which, if you don’t know, is fielding dangerously close to the batter. No helmet back in those days. This kid hit the ball and it got me right in the eye. Geez, it hurt. Gave me the best black eye though. That was it for me and cricket.


Being a fat kid, in those days, made me a prime target for bullies. There was one boy who used to give me hell. He was in the grade above me and wherever I went, he’d be there. He had it in for me. Do you remember the Three Stooges? They were a vaudeville comedy trio all us kids would watch on television. They had this signature slapstick joke which was the ‘V’ finger eye poke. One of the Stooges would go to poke the other in the eye but before he could, the other Stooge would block the fingers just in the nick of time. Well, this older boy came up and did that move to me and, of course, I didn’t have time to block him and he actually scratched my eyeballs. It was awful.


I didn’t fare much better in class. I was a terrible student. I was forever daydreaming out the window. I’d rather be out doing something, anything, than sitting in a stuffy classroom. One particular maths class I was sitting there daydreaming as usual. The maths teacher was a big man, huge even, he was well over six foot tall with a barrel chest. Out of nowhere he suddenly bellowed, ‘Farnham! What are you doing?’


I must have been thinking about how I was going to sort out the boys who were bullying me because I blurted back to this teacher, ‘Do you want a fat lip?’ I honestly don’t know where it came from. I mean, it’s the last thing I would say to a teacher, let alone to a giant. Do you want a fat lip? Blimey. He gave me a detention and I was relieved that I wasn’t getting the strap.


One day I tried to get my own back, I tried bullying someone else. I thought, if I’m getting bullied, I’m going to give it to someone else. I went out into the schoolyard and found this skinny little kid who was minding his own business, hunched over playing marbles. I walked straight up to him and gave him a big push in the back. Quick as a flash, the kid regained his balance, swung around and gave me one in the nose. Smack! His punch was so quick and so strong it took me by absolute surprise.


‘Piss off!’ he said.


I ran away crying. I wanted to crawl under some rocks. I knew I’d done wrong and I knew I deserved that punch. It was a valuable lesson. If you don’t know pain then you never understand it in others.
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Thankfully the story at home couldn’t have been more different. My home life was very loving. I never heard my mum and dad have a harsh word between them. I’m sure they did, because that’s just the way it is, but in front of us kids they never fought. I can remember when Jill and I first got married, I had in my head that we would never argue. I wanted to model our marriage on my parents’, and not arguing was what I’d grown up with.


Something would happen between Jilly and me and if it was going to escalate into an argument, I would just hold up my hand, drop my head and walk away. Then, later, I’d gloss over it like nothing had ever happened. That must have been really frustrating, being married to someone who wouldn’t react. I mean, everyone wants a reaction.


One day, Jill came to me and she said, ‘I want to ask you to do something. When we are having a disagreement, I want you to argue back!’


‘But I don’t argue.’


‘I need you to argue with me. Argue back!’


And so I try to do what Jill asked, but I’ve never really mastered it. I try to react and give Jill something to bounce off. It costs me nothing to say I’m sorry or to say it’s my fault. And if I don’t believe it’s my fault, I’ll still say sorry. Because I value my relationship with Jill and I’ve got no qualms owning up to whatever it is to make her happy. I guess that’s the influence of my love for Jill. We’ve been married for over fifty years now. So it’s working!


Family is important to me. All of my dad’s side of the family immigrated to Australia and settled in or around Noble Park, so we got on with being the same tight family unit we’d been back in England. I can’t ever remember an unpleasant time when we were all together. We were all so happy to be in Australia and we wanted to make the most of it. So we did. We’d go fishing up at Eildon Weir or camping on the Goulburn River, about two and a half hours from home. Everyone was invited – uncles, aunts, cousins, Nan and Grandad and Mum and Dad – the whole lot of us. We always had a ball. Sometimes Uncle Alf would bring his guitar, he’d strum away and we’d all have a sing. I thought it was the best thing ever, that guitar.


Uncle Alf had bought it not long after we got off the ship and he taught himself to play it. He’d be strumming away and I’d hang around and badger him for a go. Then, completely out of the blue, Uncle Alf gave me this guitar. I was absolutely rapt. I couldn’t believe it, my very own guitar! Before I ran off with this incredible gift, Uncle Alf taught me three chords: C, G and F.


With this guitar and my new-found musical confidence, I decided to perform at one of the school concerts. Instead of singing ‘He’s Got the Whole World in His Hands’ with my head stuck out the window, I sang it onstage to the whole school. I got through the performance and it felt okay. After that, I started getting invited to a lot of parties. Kids would come up to me and say, ‘Hey Johnny, we’re having a party. It’s Jonesy’s birthday, Friday night. Bring your guitar.’


So I’d go to the party and I’d take my guitar along and end up having a sing. I had to pick very simple songs, because I was very limited in my chord selection, but it was fun. I loved to sing. I would’ve been singing at home anyway so it was nice to be sharing music with these new friends at their parties. Song by song, party by party, I became a little more accepted by my peers, and I got to like that taste of appreciation.


As my reputation as a musician grew, so did my circle of friends. There were a couple of guys at school who also knew how to play C, G and F, so we formed a group and called ourselves The Mavericks. Neither of the other guys cared to sing, so that made me the singer. With our very limited repertoire of ‘Love Potion Number 9’, ‘Wooden Heart’ and ‘Dizzy Miss Lizzy’, we’d play at school dances and parties, wherever they’d have us.


The music scene in Melbourne in the mid-1960s was absolutely thriving. If The Mavericks weren’t playing at a friend’s party, we’d head out to see live music. Every Friday and Saturday either at the Lyndale, Noble Park or the Dandenong dances there’d be a band or a DJ playing. It was great. There was this disc jockey and performer, Grantley Dee, who used to regularly work the dances. He was a great singer but blind as a bat, so to stop him falling they’d put a piano wire a couple of feet back from the edge of the stage so he knew how far he could go. Grantley was talented and he also had a great sense of humour. A couple of years later, on a dirt track in South Australia, I taught him how to drive a car. We were both in Adelaide for gigs and we somehow managed to convince someone to lend us their car. I drove us out to the bush and then let Grantley take the wheel. The extent of the lesson was me saying, ‘… a little bit more to the left! Little bit … right … Right … RIGHT!’ It was the most exhilarating five minutes of my life up to that point.


From a young age I was mad about music, cars and … cigarettes. Both my parents smoked, but neither of them had a car or a licence. Mum and Dad would catch the bus or train everywhere. Unfortunately, Dad left his bicycle with the motor back in England, so he was reliant on public transport. They both were. Desperate to get behind the wheel of a car, a couple of mates and I pooled our money and bought an old Studebaker. It was a complete bomb. I think we paid £10 for it from some local bloke, which was probably £10 too much.


Where I lived in Noble Park was still semi-rural, so there were a lot of empty paddocks around. Because the car was far from roadworthy and none of us had a licence, we decided to turn it into a paddock bomb, fanging around on the grass rather than the road. It was around that time that I started smoking in earnest, and I was forever pinching a fag out of Mum’s pack. It was either pinch fags or buy them. Mum or Dad would give us twenty cents pocket money for doing odd jobs around the house and, back in those days, twenty cents was a lot. You could buy a packet of ten cigarettes for that. One weekend we went to play with the paddock bomb but the battery was flat. We managed to get the darn thing out, it was one of those long, heavy-as-buggery batteries. We were runty little kids, only fourteen or fifteen years old, and I remember lugging that heavy battery up this bloody great hill then down the road to the service station. We put it on the ground to go and talk to the mechanic and out of nowhere I heard, ‘Put that fag out!’


It was my dad, he’d caught me! I’d been standing there, catching my breath with a cigarette sticking out of my mouth. I thought, Oh shit!


As a child in England, I got pretty bad pneumonia and I’ve still got quite a bit of damage to my lungs because of it. Smoking a hundred cigarettes a day didn’t help either. I’d be in the studio puffing away while I laid down vocals. It’s just crazy to think back, absolutely stupid, but we never knew how bad it was for us. Anyway, Dad never said another word to me about smoking after that day, and I never let him see me smoke again until I was much older.


So, I had made friends, was playing in a band and getting out and about. Strings Unlimited were a local band, a whole band complete with guitars, drums, keys, and they were good. I’d seen them perform at the Lyndale Dance and I was impressed. They were definitely playing a wider repertoire than C, G and F. Because they were good and there were tonnes of music venues at the time, they were getting a lot of paid gigs, but mostly as a backing band because they were missing a lead singer.


One Saturday I was at my friend’s brother’s twenty-first birthday. The party was fun and The Mavericks were performing our songs. A local songwriter and singer, Hans Poulsen, was also at the party. He knew the guys from Strings Unlimited and he also knew they needed a singer. Hans must have been impressed with me because at the end of the night he introduced himself and encouraged me to audition for the band. It was an exciting suggestion, but I didn’t have much time to think about it because early the next morning, Sunday morning, the keyboard player from Strings phoned with an invitation to audition. I was more than excited. I turned up at his house that afternoon feeling very, very nervous. I’d never auditioned or even played with a full band before. The guys asked me what I wanted to sing and I opted for ‘House of the Rising Sun’ by The Animals, which was a big hit at the time. The guys all knew it. The drummer clicked his drumsticks a couple of times and then they launched right into playing. I went to sing the first note … but my voice was completely shot. I’d been singing close to five hours at the twenty-first the night before and my voice was too hoarse. I was mortified. Luckily the guys were really relaxed, they told me not to worry and to come back for a second audition when my voice had recovered.


A couple of days later I auditioned for Strings Unlimited properly. I decided to try ‘House of the Rising Sun’ again. Thankfully, I sang it in tune, which is good because I love singing that song. The guys were great, they said, ‘Yeah you’re in, you’ve got the job.’ So I became the lead singer of the semi-professional Strings Unlimited. At fifteen, I was the youngest member of the band. I was ready and eager to build my musical repertoire and experience.


[image: A young John Farnham is captured smiling and mid-motion, dressed in a formal suit and overcoat.]









CHAPTER 2


‘I’M THE SINGER WITH STRINGS UNLIMITED’


There I was in June 1964, just shy of fifteen years old, standing in a crowd of 250,000 people on Bourke Street, waiting for the Beatles to arrive during their one and only tour of Australia. I listened to their records on my uncle’s record player over and over and over again. I thought they were absolutely fantastic. So, when the foursome came to Melbourne, I made sure I was there. They had a police escort as they made their way to their accommodation at the Southern Cross Hotel. Mounted police, police on motorbikes and police in cars were trying to part the crowd. I’d never seen anything like it. I still remember the sound and the energy of all those people. People were being trampled, girls were fainting. Luckily for the band, all those police turned out to be a diversion, enabling them to enter the back door of the hotel safely. There was no way they would have made it through the front.


When John, Paul, George and Ringo came out onto the roof of the hotel a bit later to acknowledge everyone, the sound went up to a level I didn’t think was humanly possible. I don’t think anyone in Australia had ever heard a crowd like that. I sure hadn’t. Here was a band that made music that worked so well. Yes, they sang about love and girls, but their lyrics also explored human experience, social commentary and politics, which made their songs relatable to everybody, me included. I just loved them, they were the best.


The Beatles were playing Adelaide then Melbourne then Sydney, flying to New Zealand for shows in Wellington, Auckland, Dunedin and Christchurch and then flying back to Brisbane to finish the Australian leg of their world tour. Somehow, I managed to get myself a ticket to one of their shows at Festival Hall. Seeing them onstage blew my head off. Of course, I couldn’t hear them much during the whole concert because there were 5000 screaming girls filling the hall. You could barely hear a single note they played over the screams. In those days, there were no big sound stages or speakers, not in the music business anyway. So, it was more of an event than a concert, but that didn’t bother me one bit because I knew most of the Beatles’ songs forward and backward. I idolised them. Even though I was already playing in a band and wanted to sing rock’n’roll, I didn’t dare think one day I could be onstage singing to this many people. No way.


Strangely enough, nearly ten years after that tour, the promoter who brought the Beatles to Australia, Kenn Brodziak, became my manager. They called Kenn ‘Mr Show Business’ because he was a canny producer, manager and entrepreneur. Of course, when I realised he had worked with the Beatles I had to quiz him about them. One day I started interrogating him about how he’d convinced them to come to Australia at the height of Beatlemania. He looked at me and said, ‘I’ve still got their contract.’


What?!


Kenn reached across his desk into a filing cabinet beside him. After a few moments of rummaging, he pulled out a single piece of paper and handed it to me. He then passed me a few more sheets and I looked at them. The band were paid the equivalent of £2500 a week for the tour. I looked closer. Brian Epstein had signed the contract on behalf of the band.


On one itemised hotel bill, Paul McCartney was written down as Paul McCarthy. Someone, probably Kenn, had spelled Paul’s name wrong then corrected it. This single piece of paper felt sacred.


I was spellbound. I asked Kenn if he would leave the contract and papers to me in his will.


‘No. But you can buy them off me,’ he said. So, I did.


I’d heard someone once say Kenn was ‘tight as a fish’s arse’, and I couldn’t argue about that. When he was managing me, he used to charge me for postage. He would send me receipts for two and three dollars and when I’d ask what they were for he’d say, ‘Stamps. Stamps and envelopes. I have to reply to some letters.’


‘Okay, Kenn.’ I handed over the money for stamps and envelopes.


[image: ]


School, for me, was going nowhere. Performing at friends’ parties had improved my social life, but it hadn’t improved my grades. My father had worked his trade as a fitter and turner all his life, so he suggested I drop out of school and get an apprenticeship. During school holidays I had been working with a family acquaintance and fellow Cockney, Stan Foster, in his plumbing business, Caulfield Heating and Cooling. I enjoyed the work and was more than keen to get out of school, so I took Dad’s advice and asked Stan if I could come on as a full-time apprentice. Stan agreed, but to get officially signed on I needed to get approval from the Apprenticeship Commission of Victoria.


I turned up at the Commission office and my career as a plumber was nearly all over before it began. I didn’t know it, but to become an apprentice you needed a pass in maths. Oh no! The man behind the counter asked me for a copy of my school records. I sheepishly handed them over, knowing they included my latest maths results: thirty-seven out of a hundred. A fail.


The man at the Commission surveyed the papers then squared me up.


‘Do you really want to be a plumber, son?’


‘Yes, I do, sir.’


He dropped his eyes back down to my results and, without a word or even a sideward glance, he changed the three to a five, bumping my maths score to fifty-seven and bumping me over the eligibility line. Out of the goodness of his heart this man, who didn’t know me or anything about me other than that I wanted to be a plumber, changed the course of my life.


If you’re still out there, thank you!


It was official, I was a plumber’s apprentice with Caulfield Heating and Cooling. I was proud as punch, and it was a huge relief to be out of school. There were a few of us apprentices when I started, and each week we alternated what we’d do – one week air-conditioning, the next plumbing. I learned quickly, I enjoyed the work and I was good at it. I recently came across a sheet metal pot that I’d made way back then, it was an oil pot that I had soldered together. My mum and dad must have kept it and it turned up at my son James’s house. I was looking at it just the other day and I was pleased with it. It was quite handy work.


I liked the work, but I was still a young kid so not always looking for the hardest job or wanting to charge people a lot of money for not much effort. Another apprentice and I would get the work sheet, survey the jobs and we’d pick the easy ones. For example: Mrs Smith, South Melbourne, leaky garden tap. To get a plumber to turn up to your house to fix a leaky tap wasn’t cheap, but we’d go to Mrs Smith’s house in South Melbourne and we’d fix her leaky tap, no charge. When we got back to the office we’d tell the boss, ‘We got there and she hadn’t turned the tap off properly.’ We’d do all these little jobs for people for no charge, it was nice to be able to help people out. I don’t think the bosses ever twigged because I still did enough paying jobs to bring money in for them.


Even though there were a few apprentices, I was definitely the butt of most of the gags. The qualified plumbers would pull every last trick on me. They weren’t mean-spirited, just rite-of-passage stuff that most apprentices copped at one time or another. It was all good-natured fun for a laugh. And, of course, I had to do all the running around. ‘Get this, Johnny.’ ‘Can you take this over there, Johnny?’ ‘Johnny, get lunch!’


Getting lunch was definitely not a chore. I’d take everyone’s orders and go down to the sandwich shop. I used to love running this errand because there were a couple of pretty girls who worked in there. I’d walk into the place in my overalls, strutting my stuff and we’d flirt. Nothing major, just a look and a wink as they handed over the salad rolls. I’d always find the perks. I learned five or six different ways to sit on a shovel. Ten minutes into digging a ditch someone would yell, ‘Let’s take a break. Okay, take five.’


We’d all lean against our shovels and have a fag. The camaraderie among the guys was good.


Stan, the big boss, was a nice man, too. I was earning $22 a week, which was more money than I’d ever had before but it wasn’t a huge amount. Because of my terrible sense of direction, I used to hate taking public transport to work. I’d get lost even catching the train, and I knew if I was late too often, I’d be history. It really worried me, so to avoid being late and lost I started catching a taxi to work. Can you imagine, a young plumber’s apprentice turning up to work every day in a taxi? One morning Stan saw me arrive and yelled, ‘Oi! What are you doing?’


‘I’m coming to work,’ I said, acting like taking a taxi to work wasn’t unusual.


Stan wasn’t having any of it. He knew where I lived and he said, ‘If you want to stand on that corner near your place, I’ll give you a lift in every day.’


See, Stan was a good bloke!


I used to walk down to the shops from my house and stand on the corner and Stan would come pick me up in his car and take me to work. If he was late, I was late, which didn’t matter because he was the big boss.
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