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Prologue

EVERY MORNING as she starts to stir after her night’s sleep, but before she even opens her eyes, Olivia Newton-John chooses to begin her day by offering up a simple but heartfelt prayer of thanks - for the gift of life. ‘I lie there for a few minutes and think about how fortunate I am to live another day,’ she says.

The enduring popularity of Grease, the most successful movie musical of all time, ensures that Olivia remains forever young in the minds of millions all over the world. So it may come as a surprise to many that on 26 September 2008, perennially youthful Olivia celebrated her sixtieth birthday.

No doubt special thanks were offered up by the singer on that day because, for a desperately worrying period in the 1990s, she must have wondered, in her darkest hours, whether it is a milestone which she would ever reach. ‘Surviving breast cancer has made me appreciate every moment,’ she now says, ‘and I do feel lucky to be alive.’

Certainly, Olivia Newton-John is nothing if not a survivor, and today she still radiates not only a girlish, lasting beauty but a serenity born of the personal journey of spiritual healing she has travelled and the inner fulfilment and tranquillity she has found along the way. All of which now allows her to believe she is truly blessed, despite a series of personal setbacks any one of which many would regard as devastating, and collectively would bring most mortals to their knees.

‘For me, breast cancer was a gift,’ she is now able to say with utter conviction. ‘I was so lucky to have survived. It left me with a lot of benefits I can now share with other people.’ Through the transforming  power of her own illness, from which she is so happily recovered, Olivia has gone on to help thousands of women.

Citing her own experiences, she has become an outspoken advocate for early detection. And she continues to campaign tirelessly to raise funds for a wellness centre to be built in her name at Melbourne’s Austin Hospital where patients can go, before and after therapy, to pray, meditate, have a cup of tea, relax or simply talk to others in a similar situation.

The original Grease movie, followed by the video of the film, the DVD and the countless screenings and rescreenings by television stations around the globe, have ensured that for millions Olivia will always be the prim college cheerleader Sandy who turns into a sexy vamp in the last reel to win the heart of John Travolta. It’s more than thirty years since Sandy and Danny giddily drove out of Rydell High’s college carnival in an open-top pink roadster and off to a pre-Vietnam war optimistic future, but for Olivia, hardly a day goes by without somebody mentioning either Sandy or John Travolta. Successive generations have warmed to the movie in the most remarkable fashion, and every mention of the film is a reminder to Olivia of the pleasure  Grease has given to many millions over the years. It’s her legacy, and she’s proud of it. But in the thirty years since she was sewn into the black skin-tight pants to knock Danny dizzy at the fairground Shake Shack, the singer’s own life has undergone a transformation, which in its own way has been almost as startling as Sandy’s.

Back in 1978 Olivia was one of the most successful and popular female recording artists in the world. Her records sold millions, her concerts were sell-outs and at her peak she was receiving 2,000 fan letters a week. Her success made her wealthy beyond her wildest dreams and she lived in extreme, albeit unostentatious, comfort in her home in Malibu, California, surrounded by a menagerie of cats, dogs and horses, all of whom  she adored. The years that lay ahead looked as rosy for her as Sandy’s, until fate took a hand.

In those days she was under pressure from others to make hit singles, to fill concert halls, to pull in TV audiences, to promote each new album, to notch up ever higher record sales. Today she makes the records she wants to make, when she wants to make them and with the message she wants to put across. These days, performing live is a joyful experience for her. ‘There are moments when you are in the light and it’s just you and the music,’ she said recently. ‘It’s a spiritual experience. You’re suspended in time. It’s like a meditation.’

That’s a far cry from the days when she would be so wracked with nerves before a concert she felt physically ill. She was terrified of forgetting lines to songs she had sung a hundred times and the stress was tangible and unpleasant. It was a feeling of anxiety, she said, which started in her spine and settled in her stomach to the extent that she felt as though she had swallowed a block of ice.

Today, in concert, she sings without fear the songs she loves, the songs she wants to sing and for the sheer joy of using the musical gift she has been given.

Along with the fear of performing has gone the guilt she was prone to feeling about having wealth and a nice home. ‘I was slightly embarrassed because it all came to me in a way that seemed so easy,’ she once said of her career. ‘I did work hard for a long time, but since I always enjoyed it there was never any clawing to the top. I always had people behind me who believed in me and pushed me.’

Olivia’s path to stardom was never a zealous thrust for fame. Her sister Rona, who acted as her trusty chaperone during her early chart successes, remembers driving past a vast billboard bearing Olivia’s name advertising her concert at the Riviera Hotel in Las Vegas in the mid-1970s and Olivia turning to her and asking: ‘Who is that girl?’

That girl is now a sixty-year-old woman who has had  chart-topping hits in dozens of countries, who has sung for the Pope, for US presidents, and for four billion TV viewers at the opening of the 2000 Sydney Olympics. She’s won countless music awards and starred in the best-loved movie musical of all time.

For the sake of a video to plug one of her records, she has been filmed lazing in a bubble bath wearing a Marilyn Monroe wig and pulling her fully clothed then husband Matt into the water. She’s coped with the bankruptcy of her business Koala Blue. And she’s fallen down the stairs of the royal bathroom at Buckingham Palace on her visit to receive her OBE award.

She’s been a UN ambassador for the environment, and travelled the world for the nature TV series Wild Life, in which she’s fed tigers, released a bald eagle back into the wild, interviewed Mikhail Gorbachev and ridden wild horses.

But she’s also the woman who has known the joy of deep love as well as the sadness of divorce, the joys of motherhood and the despair of miscarriages, the fear of cancer but the strength to grow from it rather than weaken. She has experienced inexplicable loss with the mystery disappearance of a lover on a fishing trip, and she’s felt the pain of a daughter’s battle with anorexia. She’s had a life-threatening illness, and by confronting the possibility of death, she has shed an innate dear of dying. She is very much alive and her life has been, and continues to be, fascinating.




Chapter 1

Olivia’s Childhood

‘My parents’ divorce made me feel insecure. I tried to blank out what was going on and I was always the happy child trying to keep everyone else happy’
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OLIVIA NEWTON-JOHN was born on 26 September 1948, in Cambridge, England, and there was much rejoicing in the household of her parents Irene and Brin at the arrival of their beautiful new baby girl.

Irene, who was German, and Welshman Brin, who was a master at King’s College, already had a son, Hugh, and a daughter, Rona, but Olivia was very much a wanted addition to their family.

Irene, then in her early thirties, and her husband had both decided a third child would complete their family after eleven years of marriage. And for Brin, Olivia’s arrival was a very special birth because he had been away in the war when his first two children had been born. He was posted to Bletchley Park in Buckinghamshire where his brilliant talent for languages was put to good use helping to crack the Germans’ Enigma Code, which comprised a series of five-letter technical words detailing messages about Hitler’s battle plans. Brin was also the man who interrogated Hitler’s right-hand man Rudolf Hess after he parachuted into Scotland in 1941.

Olivia was born at a time when Britain was still struggling to come to terms with the stark realisation that the end of World War Two had brought peace but not plenty. The England that welcomed Olivia into the world was a country of rationed food, clothes, petrol and tobacco. Rationing had been in force for many years as part of the war effort and, during that summer of 1948, facing a mounting financial crisis, the British government announced additional austerity measures, including a halt to motoring for pleasure and foreign holidays.

But it wasn’t all doom and gloom. The country rejoiced in the news that Princess Elizabeth and her husband the Duke of Edinburgh were looking forward to the birth of their first child in November, and British cinema was revelling in the success of The Red Shoes, featuring the beautiful ballet-star-turned-actress Moira Shearer in a tale of a dancer torn between two men and her career. On the radio, the hit tune of the day was ‘Buttons and Bows’ from Bob Hope’s first colour movie, The Paleface, co-starring a gun-toting Jane Russell as Calamity Jane.

Olivia arrived at the end of an eventful English summer largely dominated by sport. London had just successfully hosted the Olympic games despite the strictures of post-war austerity. And, fittingly for Olivia as events were to turn out, it was a group of Australians who were making their mark around the country that summer. Don Bradman’s all-conquering Aussie cricketers earned the accolade of the finest team ever to play the game as they toured the English counties.

 



 



Olivia’s Welsh bloodline on her father’s side can be traced back to 1728; in the thirteenth-century church in St Mary Hill, a little village  some twenty miles west of Cardiff, there is a 200-year-old memorial plaque commemorating several generations of the Johns who lived in the village in the late 1700s. Until very recently, Olivia’s knowledge of her father’s side of her family was very limited. To put that right she visited Wales in 2007 with the express purpose of discovering her Welsh roots and learning more about her ancestors.

The trip provided her with a host of surprises, not least that her great-grandfather James Newton, born in 1856, was a publican, that her prim and thoroughly puritanical grandmother Daisy had been a barmaid. Olivia also learned that her own father had been born above the family pub.

James Newton had married Elizabeth on Christmas day in 1880 in the Bethany Chapel in Cardiff, and they subsequently had a daughter, Daisy, who married a cellar boy. And it was Daisy, Olivia’s grandmother, who founded the Newton-John name by adding her surname to that of her husband, Oliver John.

Although Olivia’s ancestors had largely gravitated to the city of Cardiff after the late 1700s, their link with the village of St Mary Hill remained strong. Daisy’s new husband was also a carpenter and he set to work converting the family’s cottage and a former church into the Bell pub, which became a favourite watering hole for visitors to the horse fair held annually in the village. It was the largest fair of its kind in Wales.

During her emotional journey to Cardiff to trace her Welsh family tree, Olivia was amazed to find that Grandma Daisy gave birth to her father Brinley in 1914 over the family’s new pub, the New Market Tavern, situated in a then unsavoury area of the city. The pub, in Church Street, is now part of the O’Neill’s pub chain, and Olivia was further astonished to discover that she had a fourth cousin, Paul Thomas, currently working there as the manager.

Olivia discovered her musical heritage could be traced back to  Daisy, who played hymns at the family piano and enjoyed singing lustily in church, which she was wont to visit as many as five times on Sundays. Olivia’s sister Rona, who accompanied her on the trip to Cardiff to examine their past, remembers Grandma Daisy as thoroughly righteous, very proper, and a strict disciplinarian who stood no nonsense from her son. She was a stickler for decorum and good manners, particularly when it came to bad language.

Daisy instilled her love of music into her son Brinley, who went to Cardiff’s Canton High School, where he shone in singing and music and became an accomplished violinist, as well as taking part in several of the school’s stage productions. In the classroom, Brin excelled at languages and won a scholarship to Cambridge in 1933, where he gained a double first. And it was while he was a university student that he met and fell in love with Olivia’s mother, Irene.

According to Irene, Olivia was a contented baby who showed an early aptitude for music. ‘She was a very happy little girl, full of health and vitality. She started singing as soon as she could talk.’

Olivia’s infant ears became accustomed to the sound of music ringing around her home almost from the day she was born. Brin and Irene would regularly take it in turns to sing to her, often in different languages, as they held her in their arms. She would be lulled to sleep by ballads soothingly sung by one or other of her multi-lingual parents, or sometimes both, in English, German or French.

By the time she was fifteen months old, Olivia was capable of recognising a musical note sung to her and was able to imitate it accurately. Furthermore, by the age of two, she could vocally echo every note of a musical phrase with seemingly perfect pitch and true clarity. Such a precocious feel for music gave early hints of a life to come and Irene felt sure, even at that tender age, that Olivia would become a singer. ‘But it never occurred to me she would be the kind of singer she is,’ she once said. ‘When I thought of singers, I thought  of opera. My husband had a beautiful voice and he used to sing with my father.’

Brin had originally trained to become an opera singer, an ambition that met with the approval of Irene’s father, the German Nobel prize-winning physicist Professor Max Born, who had long had a passion for opera. In fact, the professor, Olivia’s maternal grandfather, just happened to have been the best of friends with Albert Einstein, whose favourite pastime apart from sailing was classical music, especially the works of Bach and Mozart. Einstein was a more than proficient violinist and he and Max Born would rope in other music-loving scientists and play string quartets together for their personal enjoyment. It was Einstein who nominated Born for the Nobel Prize in 1954, and it was in a letter to Olivia’s grandfather in 1926 that Einstein made his famous remark that ‘The Old One does not play dice’, meaning that God does not play with the universe.

Although he was Christian, Professor Born was forced to flee the Nazis because of his Jewish heritage. He moved his family to Cambridge, where he had studied as a young man. There, his daughter Irene met Olivia’s father, who was by now an honours student at Cambridge and spoke excellent German. Irene and Brin were married in 1937, soon after he had completed his studies.

Olivia never had the good fortune to meet her illustrious grandfather Max, who returned to Germany several years after the war had ended and died in 1970. Irene, who had studied mathematics at the university where he was the director, spoke fondly of him to her often, and made sure Olivia understood that she was immensely proud of him and his achievements, and that her daughter should be too.

In years to come, Irene often urged Olivia to find the time to go to Germany to see him. For one reason or another she never managed it, but she did travel to Germany in 2007 to sing at a dinner to mark  the 125th anniversary of her grandfather’s birth. ‘He was kind, a good person, as well as a wonderful mind,’ Olivia reflected. ‘He helped many Jews leave Germany during World War Two.’

Brin’s early ambitions of becoming an opera singer may have been ultimately unfulfilled, but his passion for music nevertheless endured. It was ever present in the Newton-John household while his children were growing up. Although Brin never achieved his personal dream, he came close to it by making a record. Unfortunately he was his own severest critic, and was mortified to discover on the playback of the recording that he had sung a wrong note. It was just one error, but being something of a perfectionist, Brin viewed this solitary vocal inaccuracy as enough of a blemish for him to shatter the record into a dozen pieces in disgust.

When he decided his bass baritone lacked the range to warrant a place among the top ranks of the world’s opera singers, Brin abandoned his ambitions. He was not content simply to be one of the forty best in his field, and he chose to become an academic instead. It must have been a difficult decision for him to make, but Olivia never once heard him express any regrets. Instead, she has fond memories of her father regularly singing along to and enthusiastically ‘conducting’ selections from his vast collection of 78rpm opera records, stacked near the family gramophone. To young Olivia it seemed her father was familiar with every opera known to man and that he knew every note. Brin’s record collection comprised mainly, but not entirely, classical music, but there was room for the odd lighter musical genre, including Tennessee Ernie Ford, best known for his 1955 US chart-topper ‘Sixteen Tons’.

In church on Sundays, Olivia soon came to realise what a beautiful, strong and deep voice her father possessed when ranged against the vocal efforts of the rest of the choir and congregation. His powerful singing far outshone anyone else’s, she noted, even if it caused her a  little embarrassment to think that perhaps he sang too loudly for everyone’s liking.

Olivia’s main memories of early childhood are of walking around the Cambridge colleges and of family boat trips punting down the river Cam. Her early years were uneventful apart from a worrying few hours for her parents when she contrived at the age of eighteen months to swallow several medicine tablets she had spied on a bedroom table. When she rapidly became ill, she was rushed to hospital to have her stomach pumped.

 



 



Olivia was five years old when Irene and Brin decided to move their family to Australia, after Brin accepted a new post as dean of Melbourne University’s Ormond College. Olivia’s only recollection of the boat trip over from England is of her sadness and tears at somehow losing her favourite soft toy animal comforter, called Fluffy, somewhere along the way.

A large lodge house went with Brin’s new post in Melbourne, and the family settled quickly and comfortably into their new life down under. From Olivia’s point of view, all that was missing from their new home was a few pets. From a very early age she had developed a love of animals and, after falling in love with a neighbour’s red setter she called Pauly-Orly, she was forever trying to bring home any stray four-legged animal she came across. ‘It was a big campus where we lived,’ she says, ‘and people used to dump unwanted animals there, half-drowned cats in sacks, greyhounds that couldn’t race. It was criminal.’ Unfortunately for Olivia, keeping pets wasn’t permitted on the university grounds and Olivia’s mother had little option other than to make her take the strays straight off to the ASPCA.

When she was seven, Olivia showed an early determination to stand up for animal rights in the face of anything she perceived as cruelty. She was stung into action when she witnessed a man with a horse-drawn cart, which was used to pick up rubbish, beating his nag far too zealously. Without a thought, she shouted at him to stop and stepped forward and managed to wrench the whip out of the offender’s hand. She even threatened to report him if he didn’t leave the horse alone.

Such a courageous stand on behalf of a dumb animal was a sign of steely resolve to come. In future years, Olivia would put her name, her time and her energy behind anti-cruelty campaigns on behalf of creatures great and small, from dolphins to cheetahs.

Most notably, while at the peak of her post-Grease fame in 1978, she threatened to cancel a month-long tour of Japan unless Japanese fishermen agreed to stop slaughtering dolphins inadvertently caught in their tuna nets. Olivia was appalled that 1,500 dolphins had met their deaths in what she perceived to be such a callous and needless manner. ‘Thank goodness I didn’t see any of the pictures on television,’ she would shudder. ‘They would have made me ill.

‘Animals need some kind of protection whatever and wherever they are. I’m hoping that in Japan those who were looking forward to attending my concerts might be so disappointed that they will look at the reason I cancelled and try to do something about the slaughter of dolphins in their country.’

The Japanese fishermen claimed that the dolphins were eating too many fish, reducing the size of their catches and therefore their income. But Olivia was by then the most popular singer, male or female, in Japan and so her threat had precisely the impact she hoped for. The slaughter ceased and Olivia’s threat was rescinded. It was a resounding victory for the singer and made her realise just what she could achieve on behalf of God’s defenceless creatures.

While Olivia was growing up, Brin and Irene proved to be loving but firm parents. Irene was meticulous about tidiness and cleanliness and brought the family up on health foods long before it was fashionable - yoghurt, sour cream, and a plentiful supply of fruit and vegetables were staple fare. None of the children was allowed comics, and they learned that work came first, and only when it was done was there time for pleasure. It was a work ethic instilled into Olivia at an early age and that stayed with her throughout her life.

On her recent trip to Wales to find out more about her father’s family, Olivia’s visit to the Canton High School in Cardiff provided her with a clearer understanding as to why her father imposed boundaries of behaviour upon his children. The school her father attended is now Chapter Arts Centre, and enough of the original architecture remained for Olivia to see that there used to be separate entrances for boys and girls. And, in records kept by a former pupil, it emerged that using the wrong entrance or walking past litter and not picking it up was punishable by a caning. ‘So that’s why he was a disciplinarian,’ said Olivia of her father as she was shown round her dad’s old classroom.

Tall and slim, there was an imposing, aristocratic air about Brin that warranted respect, and Olivia says she was even quite frightened of her father when she was a child, particularly when she’d be daydreaming and he suddenly called out to her with his penetrating voice. Nonetheless, he was a tremendous source of security.

Olivia was ten when her world was shaken to its foundations by the break-up of her parents’ marriage and subsequent divorce. It not only had an immediate and profound impact upon her, but it scarred her for life and had a major bearing on her attitude towards marriage and commitment in relationships for decades to come.

Six years after her parents’ divorce, her sister Rona was divorced as well and Olivia said many years later: ‘It left me afraid of marriage because I’d seen so much divorce. There’s hardly a member of my family who hasn’t been through it and I guess I’ve been affected by all that. If you’ve never seen a relationship that lasts for ever, you tend to believe it’s not possible.’

In years to come, Olivia would come close to marriage more than once but she was always fearful of such a step and only finally married at the age of thirty-six. ‘Of course nobody ever wants divorce to happen to them,’ she explained, ‘but I became a bit hung up on it. I was so determined to make the right choice in marriage.’

As her fame grew throughout her twenties and early thirties, Olivia gave countless interviews to the press and it was a rare interviewer who did not ask her when she was going to get married and settle down. Olivia never ducked the question and generally cited her parents’ divorce as the reason why she was remaining resolutely single.

Olivia was very close to her father and she suffered a tremendous sense of loss when it became clear that her parents could no longer go on living together and that their marriage was coming to an end. ‘I can still remember the terrible shock I felt when my father said he was moving away,’ she recalled in a recent interview. ‘He was very upset when he told me.’

The shock Olivia felt was compounded by the realisation that her father was moving not to somewhere close by but to a new home many hundreds of miles away and in another state in Australia. He was to take a new post as a university vice-chancellor in Newcastle, a coastal town some two hours’ drive north of Sydney in New South Wales. ‘After that I saw my father maybe once or twice a year during vacations,’ Olivia remembers sadly.

Olivia’s outwardly sunny nature hid her true feelings, as inside she felt wounded, hurt and insecure. She tried to blank out the ensuing  upheaval in her family life. ‘I was always the happy child trying to keep everyone else happy,’ she said.

Divorce in the mid-1950s in Australia was viewed in a very different way from how it’s regarded today. In some sections of Australian society it was still frowned upon as not the done thing, scandalous even, and Brin’s high-ranking university position unfortunately made his separation and divorce from Irene more of a talking point locally than most.

The large majority of Olivia’s friends had happily married parents and it made her feel she was the odd one out. ‘I kept hoping they would get back together again,’ Olivia says.

Following the divorce, Irene stayed put in Melbourne and moved with her children into a small flat. ‘I had to go with my mother but didn’t want to leave my father,’ Olivia would later explain. ‘But I had to cope with my feelings quietly. I kept things to myself. I didn’t want my mother to know that I was disappointed. I guess it must have shown because teachers used to take me out. One of my English teachers used to take me to the zoo so that I would not have to go home to an empty house. My mum couldn’t help it. She had to be out at work all day.’

In an era when it was far from usual for women to work by choice, Irene was forced to take a job as a public relations consultant. She was by now over forty and was having to go out and work for the first time since her marriage. It was a financial necessity if she was to pay the bills, but she resented the fact that her job meant her youngest child was often forced to let herself into an empty flat with her own key when she came home from school. She hated the very idea of Olivia as a latchkey kid but it was case of needs must.

Although Olivia has written some fine songs in her time, it is only comparatively recently that she has become a prolific songwriter. But some twenty years after being hit so hard by her parents’ separation,  she was moved to put her feelings about divorce into words in the song ‘Changes’, which she wrote for her album If You Love Me Let Me Know. She wrote of weekly outings, gifts and picture shows which could not make up for the absence of a father, his voice, his touch, his manly sound. Olivia actually wrote the song for a friend but the sentiments she expressed in ‘Changes’ welled up from her own memories.

When Olivia’s brother Hugh went off to university and Rona dropped out of school early at fifteen to follow her dream of becoming an actress and then soon got married, Olivia felt her father’s absence ever more keenly. ‘Being alone is hard to cope with,’ she noted. ‘Maybe that’s why I channelled all my energies into music. It helped me not to feel so alone and to accept what had happened.’

 



 



With her keen ear for music, Olivia enjoyed tuning in to the radio in Australia to listen out for her favourite singers, who included Joan Baez, Dionne Warwick, Ray Charles and Nina Simone. ‘More than anyone else they were the people I listened to in Australia. I listened to the radio and I knew every pop song. I sang all the time for my family and friends, but if they asked me at school to get up and sing, I was always too shy.’

Olivia’s reluctance to push herself forward was partly due to her embarrassment over having a double-barrelled surname. It made her feel self-conscious and it automatically set her apart from the other girls. Many was the time she dearly wished she was simply called Claire Smith or had some other surname less fanciful than her own. Her natural shyness, however, coexisted with a strong innate desire to perform.

The first tangible signs that Olivia might be destined for a career  in the public eye came when she was twelve. Rona entered Olivia for a local cinema’s contest to find a Hayley Mills lookalike, a girl who resembled the young British actress who was then making a name for herself as a child star in films like Tiger Bay, Pollyanna and The Parent Trap. Olivia duly won but, although she went on to become president of drama at her school and take part in many school productions, she was never going to be Australia’s answer to Hayley - in her heart she was much keener on music than acting.

The Hayley Mills experience did, however, lead to an appearance at the local Melbourne theatre as a cherub in the religious play Green Pastures, but music took on a new meaning for her when her mother bought her an acoustic guitar when she was thirteen. She began to learn a few basic chords and soon mastered enough to accompany herself on ‘Where Have All The Flowers Gone?’. Olivia even managed to write her first song at thirteen, called ‘Why Does It Have To Be?’.

By the following year, Olivia was interested enough in singing to form a folk group with three other girls, two of whom, she later laughingly recalled, were tone deaf. They called themselves the Sol Four, a name they all agreed sounded ultra-sophisticated and avant-garde because it included the French word for ‘sun’.

‘We were awful!’ Olivia later conceded. Dressed in hessian jackets, black polo necks and desert boots, the girls thought they were the epitome of beatnik cool as they trilled the folksy favourites of the day like ‘Down By The Riverside’, ‘Tom Dooley’ and ‘Michael Row The Boat Ashore’.

The Sol Four made time to rehearse after school and at the weekends Olivia sneaked out to join the other three for appearances at local folk and trad jazz clubs. But audiences were often distinctly underwhelmed by Sol Four’s vocal efforts (unsurprising given half of them were tone deaf). Olivia remembers it was not uncommon for  the group’s performances to be greeted by derisory boos or a shower of coins. The quartet eventually disbanded, but not through lack of vocal talent. Irene decided that Olivia was spending far too much time on Sol Four because her homework was starting to suffer.

Olivia remained undaunted and looked ahead to the day when she might perhaps become a singer full-time. Both Irene and Olivia’s father had mixed feelings about her leanings towards a singing career. Both harboured hopes that she would eventually go on to university, though she was not a pupil who stood out academically. ‘I don’t think I was very noticeable. I was always the youngest in my class and felt that everyone knew what was going on and I didn’t.’ Irene was also shrewd enough to appreciate that Olivia’s burgeoning talent for singing needed nurturing, so she packed her off to the best vocal coach in Melbourne for lessons.

Olivia went along just to please her mother. She returned home after the first lesson unimpressed and complaining that the coach had put her through some scales and then asked her to project her voice in a way she felt was unnatural. The teacher was of the opinion that Olivia had the right vocal range for opera but felt she needed to sing out more forcefully. Olivia herself was unhappy that he was trying to change the soft and gentle manner in which she sang and she returned home disconsolate. Olivia never went back for a second lesson. ‘I always had a mind of my own,’ she says.

Apart from music, animals continued to be an abiding passion in Olivia’s life. ‘There was a period when I considered being a vet. But when it came to the point I found I just couldn’t discipline myself to the necessary studies,’ she said. Much to her disappointment, the size of her mother’s flat meant it was impractical to keep a pet. Instead, Olivia started saving up for a horse and even considered becoming a mounted policewoman once her schooldays were behind her. With a child’s logic, she reasoned it would at least be a job in which she would  get to have a horse she could call her own and go riding every day as well as get paid for it.

But there were no mounted policewomen in Australia at that point, and by the time Olivia was fourteen, she was becoming more interested in boys than spending all her spare time riding, though her shyness continued to manifest itself. She was so self-conscious about wearing a swimming suit in front of boys that she refused to be on the school swimming team. She had innocent crushes on a couple of boys, including the captain of the football team, but was too reticent to do anything about it.

High school dances, she remembers, were torture because she wasn’t a natural dancer and felt she might fall over at any moment. She was too self-conscious about her gangly frame to enjoy herself on the dance floor. Boys did not figure in Olivia’s life with any real significance until indirectly through Rona she met a handsome young man called Ian Turpie. Then she knew this would be something very different.

Born in Melbourne in 1943, Ian was some five years older than Olivia and considerably more mature. He had been destined for a career in showbusiness from the moment he was given a place at the age of ten at the highly rated Hector Crawford Drama School. Soon he was catching the eye as a juvenile actor in theatre and in radio drama productions. By the age of sixteen he had already built up an impressive body of work in musicals and in Australia’s National Theatre Productions, which included a production of Shakespeare’s  Macbeth. Additionally, Ian had developed a passion for music and became a decent singer-songwriter who could be found accompanying himself on guitar in trendy Melbourne circles.

One day a friend told Ian he should check out ‘this chick singer in this coffee lounge’, referring to Olivia who was appearing occasionally at an establishment run by the boyfriend of her sister  Rona. He did so, and his reaction was: ‘Pure voice. Perfect pitch. Exceptionally good-looking.’ She looked as though butter would not melt in her mouth, but he was astonished to hear that Olivia included in her repertoire a thoroughly bawdy song that ran:
Cats on the rooftop, cats on the tiles,  
Cats with the clap and cats with piles  
Cats with their arseholes wreathed in smiles  
As they revel in the joys of fornication.



 


Just a reminder of this coarse ditty is enough to make Olivia blush still.

As well as her occasional appearances, Olivia would sit by the stage to listen to other folkies singing and strumming and she was thrilled when one day Ian invited her up on stage to join him. The union proved to be harmonious in every way and Ian lost no time in asking Olivia out. Much to Irene’s disapproval he took her to a drive-in movie for their first date and Olivia says that predictably she saw nothing of the movie.

Ian was something of a celebrity at the point where he met Olivia, and when romance blossomed between them she could not help but be flattered that someone so well known could be interested in her, particularly as she was just fifteen and still at school. She recognised, too, that she could learn much about the world of showbusiness from this man, her first serious boyfriend, and she was eager for him to teach her more of the guitar. Together their voices blended well when they sang their favourite folk and country songs made popular by the likes of Joan Baez, Bob Dylan and The Springfields.

Around the time she was falling for Ian, Olivia was already making her first appearances on television, spurred on by both Ian and Rona. Her TV debut came as an amateur singer appearing on a show called  Kevin Dennis Auditions, a forerunner of shows like New Faces and, more recently, The X Factor.

The programme owed not a little to America’s TV hit The Gong Show in which amateur acts went through their paces until they were sent packing by the sounding of a gong. Some of the entrants on the US show barely got to sing a note before they were humiliatingly gonged off, but Kevin Dennis Auditions turned the tables by allowing performers to showcase their talents long enough to collect gongs according to their entertainment value before they were hooked off. To her delight, Olivia, accompanied by Ian Turpie on guitar, managed the maximum three gongs for her rendition of ‘Summertime’, and Evie Hayes, a local actress and TV and vaudeville star who was one of the judges, was impressed enough to phone up Olivia’s mother, offering to manage Olivia’s career. Irene rejected the idea and said that Olivia was still at school and still far too young to consider being a professional singer. And besides, she said, if anyone was going to manage Olivia it would be her mother.

But there was no doubting that Olivia’s ability to sing was now starting to point her towards a professional career. She made her first paid-for appearance on a TV show called Sunny Side Up and sang ‘Melody d’Amour’ wearing an outfit made for her by her mother.

Before long she was being offered a wide variety of work in television and the odd film despite still being at school, and Irene effectively became her manager. She fielded the offers in a thoroughly supportive but protective manner, once turning down a movie role in New Zealand for her daughter mainly because she could not accompany Olivia as her chaperone.

A turning point for Olivia came after Ian Turpie took over as host of The Go!! Show, a programme that had been successfully launched to court a youth audience and which was loosely modelled on pop  shows like Oh Boy! and Ready, Steady, Go!, which had proved so successful in the UK.

Olivia became a regular guest singer on The Go!! Show, usually miming to two numbers per programme, which she had pre-recorded at the TV studios in Melbourne. She sang the occasional duet with her MC boyfriend but largely performed solo cover versions of the hits of the day by American and British artists, backed by a house band called The Strangers, who performed in smart matching suits. The band included a young guitarist and lead singer by the name of John Farrar, who would later play a significant role, as songwriter and arranger as well as record producer, in shooting Olivia to stardom.


The Go!! Show featured almost exclusively local singers and performers and among them was another promising young songstress, called Pat Carroll, who was also destined to play an important role in Olivia’s early career as well as eventually becoming her business partner, treasured lifelong friend and, initially, dance teacher. ‘When Olivia came along the first time Ian Turpie put her on, she couldn’t dance,’ Pat remembers. ‘So the producer came to me and said: “You’ve got to help her learn to dance. She can’t move.”’

Another TV break presented itself when Olivia was asked to fill in on the kids programme The Happy Show, replacing one of the presenters, known as Lovely Anne, who was leaving to get married. For the show’s younger viewers Olivia took on the mantle of Lovely Livvy for two months over the Christmas school holidays. The show went out live five afternoons a week and Olivia’s job was to present items, sing and give away toys to kids. She acquitted herself well and proved popular.

Soon she found herself working, again with Ian Turpie, on Time For Terry, which gave her an early grounding in the discipline needed for performing on television. She had to learn songs quickly and go on to perform them, sometimes live, to a tight schedule. While Irene  shrewdly handled Olivia’s fledgling career, Ian Turpie was equally supportive. He believed in his pretty young girlfriend and felt she had an exceptional singing voice which could take her a long way in showbusiness.

He encouraged her at every turn, and at the urging of her sister Rona, Olivia went in for the local heat of Johnny O’Keefe’s talent contest Sing, Sing, Sing, and, again accompanied by Ian Turpie on guitar, went on to win the entire competition. Olivia clinched victory by singing ‘Anyone Who Had A Heart’, the Burt Bacharach-Hal David ballad which had been a hit for Dionne Warwick in America and a number 1 for Cilla Black in the UK. The song has always been a favourite of Olivia’s and she would record her own version for her 2005 CD Indigo: Women Of Song some forty years later.

Olivia’s triumph in the Sing, Sing, Sing talent show carried with it the prize of $300 and a return trip to England. It also presented her with a dilemma. ‘I entered that contest for fun. I never thought I’d win. But before I knew it, I had indeed won and I was still at school with choices to make.’ Because of her schooling and other commitments, Olivia could not take up the offer of the trip immediately.

Now, however, it was time to choose between finishing her schooling or pursuing her career. The dilemma prompted a local paper to print two pictures of Olivia, one in her school uniform and the other in a party dress, under the heading ‘School Or Stardom?’.

Olivia chose the latter. She sought advice from one of her teachers at University High, Mr Hogan, who told her that if she was thinking about singing then she was not going to concentrate on her work in the classroom and wouldn’t pass her matriculation. If she really was serious about going for a career as a singer and her heart was in it, then she would be better off leaving. Olivia has thanked him ever since for encouraging her. Olivia’s gut feeling was that it was time to put her schooldays behind her. Latterly she had had to cope with a  fair amount of teasing from fellow pupils jealous of her increasingly frequent television appearances.

Olivia’s father was disappointed at Olivia quitting school at such a young age. Her brother Hugh had studied hard to go on and become a brilliant doctor, which was what the family had hoped for. But Rona had broken the family’s academic pattern by leaving school at fifteen to become an actress, and now Olivia was following a similar path.

Among the work coming her way was a small part in a film called  Funny Things Happen Down Under. It was essentially a children’s musical about a group of kids in the small village of Wallaby Creek in the outback who face losing the barn in which they play and sing. To save it, they must raise two hundred dollars before Christmas Day and, in an effort to find the money, they accidentally invent a formula that will make sheep grow coloured wool, which they try to sell to foreign wool buyers.

The film gave Olivia the chance to sing one song, ‘Christmas Time Down Under’, and to work alongside her first love once more. Ian Turpie landed a part in the movie playing the movie’s bad boy Lennie, out to impress with his sports car.

By the spring of 1965 Olivia’s profile was such that cosmetic company Pond’s snapped her up to promote a new skincare range. ‘Exciting young beauty, Olivia Newton-John, has the fresh, natural look of Angel Face,’ proclaimed one promotion, accompanied by photographs of Olivia at a record shop looking immaculate with flawless skin, at an ice-cream parlour, window-shopping, performing with guitar in hand at a club and heading home after a dinner dance.

Having made the important decision to finish her schooling, Olivia was having to face another of even greater consequence. Time was running out for her to take up the offer of the trip to England she had won. Her heart told her to stay in Australia with Ian. She was a teenager madly in love for the first time and the thought of leaving Ian, even  temporarily, was too much for her to bear. But Irene, who would accompany her to England, had other ideas.

Irene was concerned that Olivia’s romance with ‘Turps’, as he was known to his friends, was intensifying too fast. Olivia was still so very young and, although Irene liked Ian very much and could see how fond Olivia was of him, she was determined that her youngest daughter would not make the mistake of marrying anyone at such a tender age. Irene felt Olivia still had a lot of growing up to do and she insisted that going back to England would expand her outlook on life. She pointed out to Olivia that she was fresh out of school and there was a whole new world ready for her to explore.

Olivia fought against it. All her friends were in Australia, she argued, and not being at all ambitious, she couldn’t see how going to England would further her career. She simply wasn’t interested. To her, singing was just something she happened to do quite well and which she thoroughly enjoyed. Success had come so easily to her that she didn’t have the drive to want to try her luck in another country.

But Irene was adamant. She was a strong woman, she would not be swayed and she prevailed. To Irene’s relief there was never any question of Ian Turpie joining Olivia on the trip as his own TV commitments prevented it.
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