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      For my mother, Mary,
for her unconditional love and support

      




      
      
      1

      
      A BRAT FROM BELMONT

      
      Gathering memories for this book, long-forgotten events, sights and sounds came vividly rushing back to my mind. Some have
         caused me deep pain, others abiding sadness, and a few anger. We’ll get to those. Yet many recollections have made me smile.
         Like that of the clatter of my pusher as Mum wheeled two-year-old me along the gum tree and paling-fence-lined paths and nature
         strips of Belmont, the Victorian suburb where I grew up, and how my cheeks and mouth would vibrate as we bounced and jerked.
         I’d like to say I hummed along to the beat of the pusher’s wheels on the gravelly pathways, but, as you’ll see, I’m about
         honesty, and the noises I made were more likely the gurgles, mumbles and yelps most babies make.
     

      
      Before Belmont, we lived at Barwon Heads, but all I can recall of that place is heavy rains flooding us out, and soon after
         my family—me, my big sister Leigh, my mother Mary and my father Jim—moved into the weatherboard bungalow in Eton Road, Belmont,
         that became my childhood stage.
     

      
      Belmont is near Geelong, an industrial working-class city. There is a Shell oil refinery there, shopping malls, lots of crime, and many of its citizens are obsessive about cars and Australian
         Rules football. It has some remarkable Victorian architecture and big and gorgeous trees, but, to me, its saving grace is
         that, like many an industrial city with a bit of an inferiority complex, such as Newcastle in New South Wales, Manchester
         and Chicago, it has a strong cultural tradition. The performing arts have long flourished in Geelong, never allowing the cheers
         of rabid football fans or the squeal of souped-up shaggin’ wagons doing wheelies in the main street to drown them out.
     

      
      Mum came from a well-to-do Hawthorn family, and attended Church of England Girls’ Grammar. The only girl in the family, she
         was spoiled rotten by Nanna and Poppa Banbrook and her brothers. Nanna’s grandmother was a countess who fled the Prussian
         War, married the captain of the boat that took her to safety, one Captain Bolton, and finally ended up in Victoria. So I have
         a skerrick of royal blood somewhere in my DNA. Poppa was a postmaster in Melbourne, and when he was transferred to Geelong,
         the family made the short move there.
     

      
      Today, music is as vital to my existence as oxygen, and, looking back, it’s always been in my life. Nanna and Poppa held singalongs
         around the piano at their home. Mum herself was an enthusiastic comedian, pianist and performer and a pillar of the Geelong
         Musical Comedy Company. What choice did the daughter of such a trouper have? I was scarcely out of nappies when I was singing
         and dancing for family and friends.
     

      
      My great-uncle was Ernest Sage, opera star and renowned singer of choral hymns, a grand and imposing gentleman who had a way
         of sitting with his arm raised and finger imperiously crooked. He sang when I was christened at the beautiful Baptist church
         with its big white columns in Collins Street, Melbourne. Photos of the great event portray me as the centre of attention,
         flanked by Ernest, my parents, grandparents and their families. Seems it was quite the occasion. The name on my birth certificate
         is Christine, which became ‘Christina’ when Mum and Dad were cross with me. Usually, though, people called me ‘Chrissy’.
     

      
      When I was very young, Great-uncle Ernest would take me with him on his trips through rural Victoria when he judged eisteddfods.
         Sometimes I’d recite in the drama division, other times perform song and dance, but I’d never sing for Ernest because he had
         no tolerance for untrained vibratos or any singing but opera and hymns. We’d stay in country pubs, which I’m sure gave me
         a feel for being on the road that came in very handy in my rock’n’roll life.
     

      
      We were staying at a big bush pub in Ballarat when I peeked through the door of Ernest’s bedroom and saw him fastening his
         toupee to his head with sticky tape. The wig was dark with streaks of grey and resembled a small, furry animal. First chance
         I got, I stole it.
     

      
      My father’s family, the Amphletts, was much more down to earth, a left-wing, beer-and-potatoes bunch. Dad’s mother, Wilhemina,
         was a German immigrant and his father, Robert, a Melbourne chef who specialised in French cuisine. Dad didn’t get on with
         his mum, but he loved his father. His one sister, Rose, and a brother, Wally, are still alive. Two of his brothers, Bill and
         Joe, like Dad, have now passed on.
     

      
      Dad’s brother Joe, a colourful knockabout who reminded me of Edward G Robinson, moved to Sydney, married and had a daughter,
         Patricia, and a son, Little Joe. Patricia grew up to be pop star Little Pattie, who had a number of hits in the early 1960s,
         including ‘He’s My Blond-Headed Stompie Wompie Real Gone Surfer Boy’ and ‘Stompin’ At Maroubra’. Tricia Amphlett is a friend
         and inspiration to me to this day.
     

      
      Dad went into the army in 1941, when World War II was in full swing. He was only just seventeen, and lied about his age to
         get posted overseas. He left Australia with all the brave optimism of his fellow diggers, but returned a damaged man, having
         spent the entire war as a captive of the Germans. His first posting was to Greece, where he fought in the Battle of Crete
         only to be taken prisoner almost immediately and interred in a POW camp. As the son of a German, he spoke the language, so
         it was his job to negotiate with his captors for better food and conditions on behalf of the other prisoners. He was savagely beaten for his trouble.
     

      
      Dad escaped three times. The first two he was recaptured, but his third attempt was successful. Amazingly, considering his
         ordeal in that brutal camp and his long and dangerous flight across war-torn Europe, he arrived in London fit and healthy.
         To celebrate his good fortune, he got drunk, fell, and broke his leg.
     

      
      Dad and Mum met on his return to Melbourne after the war. As manager of a company called Business Equipment, Dad travelled
         around Victoria selling Royal typewriters and called on Mum when she was working in her father’s post office in Geelong. She
         was beguiled. They fell in love and married in 1949. Dad by then had reinvented himself, smoothing out his rough edges. He
         had taken elocution lessons, learned to dance like Fred Astaire, was charming, suave and a snappy dresser. But behind his
         breezy and dapper façade, he was a troubled soul. Mum said that they first argued on their wedding night, and never really
         stopped. When she told her parents of her fears about spending the rest of her life with him, they said, as people did in
         those days, ‘Mary, you’ve married him. You have to stay with him.’ There were good times in the years that followed, and a
         lot of love and laughter, but Mum and Dad’s marriage could never be mistaken for one made in heaven.
     

      
      My father’s wartime experiences left deep emotional scars. It would have been a miracle if they had not. Every Friday night,
         virtually for the rest of his life, Dad would meet up with his old army mates at the local RSL and they’d talk about the war
         and drink. Dad loved beer. VB. Melbourne Bitter. So long as it was Victorian beer. At the end of the night he’d come home and cry. Sometimes, too, he’d get angry, other times he’d drift off to sleep
         as he played his favourite musical comedies, The Merry Widow, anything by Puccini or Verdi, on the radiogram.
     

      
      Today, we are more enlightened about rehabilitating returned servicemen. In Dad’s day, men who were little more than kids
         who’d seen and done the most horrendous things in war were simply set adrift into society when the fighting stopped. Many, like my father, were deeply traumatised, and he used alcohol to heal
         his emotional wounds and calm his shattered nerves. At least Dad survived.
     

      
      Dad tuned in each week to The Perry Como Show on TV. Como was a smooth American crooner who wore a cardigan and sang ‘Catch A Falling Star’. And Dean Martin was a real
         favourite. Dad identified with his boozy swaggering. Dean was funny, suave, and he was cool, everything Dad aspired to be.
         Frank Sinatra didn’t get a look-in. My father would sit on the lounge, a bit tipsy, and conduct as the music of Dean, Perry
         and the Black and White Minstrels blared. Other times he nodded off to the sound of politicians berating each other on the
         ABC parliamentary broadcasts. ‘Point of order, Mr Speaker!’
     

      
      We always had lots of pets. Dogs, cats, mice, tortoises, guinea pigs, possums, bantams. Dad, being of German stock, was especially
         fond of dachshunds and he had a little army of them named Fritz, Otto, Heinz … Otto was a bit savage and once bit me on the
         head, but that was all right. I loved animals, too, and do to this day. Throughout everything that’s happened in my life,
         my dogs and cats, axolotls and horses have always been true, and better friends than many humans.
     

      
      Leigh and I were brought up by Mum to be well mannered and unfailingly polite. Our table manners had to be perfect. Of course,
         I rebelled by mucking up at the table and crunching my carrots and apples noisily. I escaped all that domestic decorum at
         the beach. I’d run up and down the sand screaming to get rid of all my pent-up energy. Then there was the day I tried to poison
         my grandfather by putting fly spray in his tea. He didn’t speak to me for weeks. I can’t remember why I did it, or even if
         I realised what I was doing.
     

      
      I attended Sunday school with Leigh when we were little, then once I was older I went to church with Mum, who, after her mother
         died, would bawl through the service, overwhelmed by the hymns and the ceremony because they reminded her of the funeral.
         We tried different churches—first Church of England and then Church of Christ … Mum gave me money to put in the collection
         plate, and I always took two shillings change and bought lollies.
     

      
      
      When I was three and Leigh was seven, Mum took us shopping at Myer in Geelong for hats to wear to Sunday school. A woman named
         June Saunders asked Mum if Leigh and I could model in her fashion parades at the store. Mum gave her blessing. She had compered
         many charity mannequin parades in aid of the local orphanage and other worthy causes and thought we’d find it fun. My recollection
         of flouncing around on the catwalk in toddlers’ dresses is pretty scanty, but I was a modest little thing and I do remember
         being embarrassed in the dressing-room when I had to take my clothes off and change into my outfits in front of the other
         models. I forgive anyone who saw me in the notorious nude musical Let My People Come years later for being a little surprised to hear that.
     

    Mary Amphlett
      
      

         Chrissy was a dear little girl, but very active. Leigh, when she was a baby, she was so good. Perfect. Put her down and that
            would be it. Shut the door, she’d sleep all night. But not Chrissy. She was a night owl. And she’s still a night owl. Yet
            she had her quiet moments when she’d go away from everybody down to her bedroom or sit alone on the beach and write little
            stories and poems.
        

         Chrissy was interested in everything. And loved music right from the word go. She was up on her feet when she was two, and
            she had a dear little voice and lived to dance. She was always dancing. My mother was musical and Dad had a gorgeous baritone
            voice. When Chrissy was around six, she, Leigh, Jim and I would have lovely evenings when we stayed with my parents at the
            beach during school holidays. Chrissy used to sing in her way and my mother said to me, ‘You’ll have to have this child taught
            singing and dancing.’ I said, ‘Mum, I couldn’t stand it! I don’t want her to be like Shirley Temple! That’s not us!’ My mother
            protested, ‘No, you must have her taught. She has a talent.’ In my heart I knew Chrissy had potential, so I enrolled her to learn classical ballet.
            And that’s how it all started.
        

      



      
      By age seven, I was learning ballet. My first teacher was Kath Gill, a woman in her seventies who, coincidentally, was the
         mother of June Saunders from Myer. Kath saw something in me and drove me to work hard at this most graceful, but gruelling, art. She’d stand
         there in her Geelong studio grasping her cane and making eyes at me that signalled approval or admonition. When Kath died,
         I found a new teacher in Miss Hannah, who taught me to dance en pointe, or on the point of your toes. That was excruciating, the contorted feet, the blisters, the tight binding, but it was deeply
         gratifying when I finally mastered it. Today my feet are misshapen by ballet.
     

      
      In seven years I never missed a ballet class, not even when Dad tried to punish me by locking me in my bedroom. I simply climbed
         out of the window, clutching my bag with pumps and tutu inside, and caught the bus into Geelong, never for a moment considering
         the inevitable and painful consequences of my defiance.
     

      
      My ballet teachers were also involved in Geelong’s Musical Comedy Company, where Mum was a stalwart, and they encouraged me
         to learn song and dance. It was here that I was taught how to put on a show. I soon found that people got a kick out of my
         rendition of ‘When The Red Red Robin Comes Bob Bob Bobbin’ Along’, and I appeared in productions of the great popular musicals
         of the day, such as The Sound Of Music, Song Of Norway, Oklahoma! and Annie Get Your Gun. Great-uncle Ernest did not approve.
     

         Mary Amphlett
      
      

         The Geelong Musical Comedy Company needed kids for their productions and always asked if Chrissy could take part. The producers
            knew she had something special. They were only small parts, but … I’m biased … with her blonde hair and big brown eyes, you
            couldn’t take your eyes off her when she was on stage.
        

         At an end-of-year concert when she was six, she recited from AA Milne wearing a little halo and she was so beautiful, and
            people were crying.
        

         Chrissy made her debut at the old Plaza Theatre in Geelong, where the Geelong Musical Comedy Company put on our productions.
            It used to be called the Flea Pit, and was falling apart. Bits of the ceiling would come loose and land on the stage. It was
            a darling old theatre. The technicians and other backstage helpers who handled the audio and the lights and all the props had noooo experience whatsoever, but they gave up their evenings and weekends to help us stage our shows, and everything was on an
            amateur basis. Today it’s the Geelong Performing Arts Centre.
        

         The Company usually staged two productions a year and because comedy was my forte I was inevitably cast in a funny role. I’ve
            always loved theatre—seeing Chrissy in Blood Brothers and The Boy From Oz were two of the proudest moments in my life—and film. I adore Casablanca and anything starring Katharine Hepburn or Joan Crawford.
        

      



      
      At about age ten I came under the wing of Mary Walker, a great friend of my mother’s from the Musical Comedy Company, who,
         every Tuesday at 5 p.m., taught me speech and drama, which included elocution and voice projection, recitation, good manners
         and how to move on stage. Speaking well had its advantages when I performed, but as I grew into a teenager in ferociously
         working-class Geelong my well-rounded vowels saw me picked on for ‘talkin’ posh’.
     

         Mary Walker
      
      

         From the very first, Chrissy was a little pro and a perfectionist. She was determined and had a belief in what she could do.
            In our lessons, she’d work hard to overcome whatever was tripping her up. ‘Let’s do it again, let’s do it again till we get
            it right,’ she’d say, and she’d repeat it over and over until she had it perfect.
        

         Chrissy was doing an exam and she had to recite a piece with the word ‘chrysanthemum’ in it. About 10 minutes before the exam
            she came up to me terribly upset and wailed, ‘I can’t say chrysan … chrysan …’ and I said very calmly, ‘Chrissy, yes you can—chrys-anthe-mum. You can do it. Now stop worrying.’ Sure enough, she went into the exam, said ‘chrysanthemum’ without any worries and came out saying
            it over and over at the top of her voice.
        

         On stage, Chrissy had no ego. She was completely unselfconscious. That’s rare. Most children are naturally shy and self-effacing
            and getting up on stage is an ordeal. It never was for Chrissy. She performed as naturally as other kids might shoot a shanghai.
        

         What did delight me was when The Boy From Oz came to Melbourne in 1999 and Chrissy, playing Judy Garland, received a thunderous ovation. I saw that she had never forgotten
            what I’d taught her as a child about posture and commanding the stage and that, quite literally, thrilled me to tears. And
            I was proud because she told me that [up to that point] she had never had another acting teacher.
        

      



      
      It wasn’t that I thought I was an especially talented kid. I was a realist even then and knew that while I could entertain
         an audience, if I was ever to be a great performer I would have to work damned hard at it. That suited me, too, for there
         was nothing else I wanted to do.
     

      
      When I was ten, Miss Hannah, who did a lot for charity, took me and a group of other pre-teen entertainers to Geelong Gaol
         to perform for the prisoners. The Aboriginal artist Albert Namatjira had been locked up there in the late 1950s and I saw
         his drawings on the wall. There I was, a sweet little girl with braids vamping up ‘Big Spender’ for the delectation of a hundred
         hardened criminals who were freaking out at the sight, whistling and yelling what they’d do to us if only they could. I wasn’t fazed, but a woman sitting next to
         Mum in the front row was definitely unsettled. ‘Oh dear, Mary,’ she said, ‘we might get raped …’ and Mum replied with her
         wicked sense of humour, ‘Good!’ I escaped unscathed. That was my first prison experience, but it wasn’t my last.
     

      
      From those faraway days to the present it has taken a lot to faze me on stage. I’ve been pelted with coins and razor-sharp
         beer can tops, had firecrackers hurled at me, had my foot smashed by an infuriated roadie, and once, only once, did a performance
         of Blood Brothers still hungover. The show has always gone on. As a child, however, apart from the time one jealous mother of another eisteddfod
         contestant pulled out the power cord from my tape recorder right in the middle of my pièce de résistance, ‘Big Spender’, my
         disasters were usually to do with falling scenery and hats that refused to stay on my head. I always ploughed on oblivious.
     

      
      I had no nerves or stage fright as a child (this would come later), and I thank my speech and drama teacher for that. Mary
         Walker gave me speaking exercises to perform, designed to help me project and enunciate and conquer more complex passages,
         such as the Shakespeare I was reciting then, and to move and gesture in front of an audience.
     

      
      As well as acting with the Geelong Musical Comedy Company, Mum staged charity dances at church halls and while she was fussing
         around collecting money and organising the records or the performers, Dad handed out soft drinks and manned the door in case
         some of the wilder locals got out of hand. Years later I loved to terrorise bouncers at Divinyls shows. If I thought they
         were mistreating the fans, I’d swear at them, hit and kick them, leap onto their backs. Was I transferring my anger at Dad
         onto the steroid-soaked baboons who threw their weight around at my gigs? Perhaps.
     

      
      Mum was a performer at heart. She was really very funny, had excellent comic timing and a nice voice. She cherished the theatrical
         world and the larger-than-life people attached to it. I think Dad resented her being such an extrovert. Everyone was attracted
         to her. Dad may have been a bit jealous. Though we never had much money, he refused to allow her to get a job.
     

      
      So Mum threw herself into charity work. She was a member of the Aboriginal Advancement League. The League would be considered
         paternalistic today, but in those less politically correct times it was highly regarded by the community, a well-meaning organisation
         that really wanted to help indigenous Australians. In school holidays Aboriginal children from the Victorian outback stayed
         at our house. One girl, Heather, spent a couple of weeks with us when I was seven or eight. She arrived with very few clothes
         and her hair infested with lice. Mum had to spray her hair and comb them out before we could play. Heather was a nice kid, and together we’d ride our bikes around Belmont. I don’t know what became of her. I’ve always
         wondered.
     

      
      I like to think that deep down I’m a kind person, and if that’s so, I’ve inherited it from Mum. God knows, with Dad being
         so autocratic and not having a lot of money, she didn’t have it easy, but she was always trying to help those she thought
         were less fortunate. She would organise to have people down on their luck appear on the popular tear-jerking TV show It Could Be You. Mum would write to the show’s producers telling of such-and-such’s plight, and often they’d be invited onto the program
         to tell their story and be showered with gifts by the host Tommy Hanlon Jr.
     

      
      And of course, Mum’s good works got her out of the house and away from Dad.

      
      Dad was a crack salesman who usually exceeded all his sales targets, but no matter how successful he was, he was always racked
         by anxiety. The responsibility of being a husband, father and provider weighed upon him heavily, possibly exacerbated by his
         wartime ordeal. I have a photo of him walking down a Melbourne street. He could pass for a movie star with his beautiful clothes
         and Joseph Cotten hair, but he looks worried, as if he has just received terrible news. The only time he seemed able to relax
         was when he was on the boat Great-uncle Ernest had given him, fishing from it and lavishing care on the old tub. Leigh and
         I would go out on the Selly Oak with Dad and he’d be happy when the seas got rough because he believed the experience was toughening us up.
     

      
      I confess. I was a little horror when it suited me. Mum adored me so much she couldn’t discipline me. She never hit me, although
         once she chased me with a brush but I was too fast for her. Dad tried to control me but I defied him, which made him go nuts.
     

      
      Dad could be weird. For an animal lover, he happily strangled—with what I thought was excessive violence—the chooks in our
         backyard when it was time for a roast. And he’d get nasty when we left food on our plates at dinner. He’d yell, ‘During the
         war the only food we had was scraps!’ The war was always with him, and so with us. To scare us, or shock visitors at Christmas lunch, he
         would yell, ‘Heil Hitler!’ often accompanied by a Nazi salute, then fall about laughing. Sometimes, when he’d been drinking,
         he’d rant at us in a high-pitched voice, like I imagined Hitler had at a Nuremberg rally. That could be frightening.
     

      
      Perhaps even weirder was the fact that Dad got a buzz from nicking things from people, then returning them. One morning I
         woke up and running around in the backyard was a goose he’d stolen. And sometimes he’d make me a promise, then renege. Since
         then I’ve been uncomfortable asking people for things. He unwittingly taught me to rely on myself.
     

      
      It couldn’t have been easy for Dad having to contend with a petticoat government. I think he probably would have liked a son.
         He was always having mock fights with me, wrestling and punching. Sometimes they got a bit willing. He toughened me up by
         making me work with tools and chunks of wood. If I did something wrong he’d bark at me, and I would seize up and cry. He taught
         me to stick up for myself and to not be a victim. Since then I’ve never shied from a rumble. In fact, many who know me say
         I welcome them.
     

      
      While Mum loved us to stand out and perform, Dad couldn’t bear Leigh or me being the centre of attention. When my sister was
         chosen to appear in a TV commercial for Smarties, Dad broke her heart by point-blank refusing to let her do it.
     

      
      You never knew with Dad. When his car pulled into the driveway he could be in a good mood or spoiling for trouble. When we’d
         fight, Dad’s face would contort with rage; and it was the scariest face I have ever seen. When I was with Divinyls and being
         intimidating on stage I’d glower ferociously at the audience and the band. That face was my father’s.
     

      
      Yet for all his strictness and the angry outbursts that increased in frequency and intensity when I became a teenager, Dad
         adored us and wanted us to have a wonderful life. He insisted on cutting my hair because it was too precious for any hairdresser
         to get their hands on. Once he hacked my locks so badly Mum bought me a wig to wear till my hair grew out. I remember him lovingly applying lotion
         to my measles, and right up until he died, he’d say, ‘Come on, Bub,’—he always called me ‘Bub’—and hold my hand as we crossed
         the road together.
     

      
      Mum’s love was unconditional. Every time I looked at her I saw affection shining from her eyes. I was spoiled and given anything
         I wanted that my parents could afford. My desires were gratified instantly, and I wonder sometimes now if I’d been made to
         wait for treats whether I’d have turned out differently.
     

      
      I always felt very special, and never for a moment have I lacked self-confidence, not even when I grew up and my world fell
         apart.
     

      
      Only one other person has ever offered me such unconditional love. My husband, Charley.

      
      After Dad had behaved badly, which was often, he’d trip over himself trying to make amends. He’d spoil me with breakfast in
         bed and if I didn’t want to go to school he’d let me stay at home.
     

      
      I was not a good student. Instead of doing my homework, I preferred to read the books of Enid Blyton and AA Milne or watch
         TV. I was mesmerised by the pop music shows where bands like The Loved Ones would lip-sync their latest hit, and Young Talent Time, Peter’s Fun Fair, Pick-A-Box, Video Village, Happy Hammond, Panda, ventriloquist Ron Blaskett and his dummy, Gerry Gee. Leigh and I loved Mr Ed, the talking horse, and we created our own Video Village set in the backyard. How could homework hope to compete with these treasures?
     

      
      Mum let us come home from school at noon each day to watch the midday movie and have a home-cooked lunch. Dad would drop in
         to join us. He, Leigh and I would take up our time-honoured positions in the lounge room, each sitting at one of our trio
         of nestle tables. Dad had the largest one, Leigh the middle one, and me the smallest. We were just like the three bears. Mum
         would shuffle in and out of the kitchen, waiting on us while trying not to obscure our view of the TV screen.
     

      
      
      And there was always the distraction of wars with the boys from the neighbourhood. We’d pelt each other with rocks in vacant
         blocks and on the dirt street—in spite of its grand name, Eton Road wasn’t paved then. The tarring of Eton Road was a memorable
         occasion, for all the wrong reasons. The day they laid the tar, Leigh and I, returning from the beach, walked over the still-warm,
         gooey substance and tramped black footprints all over our brand-new mushroom-hued carpet. Dad was so angry that Mum, Leigh
         and I moved into a motel for a few days until he calmed down.
     

      
      For a time Mum and I shared a bedroom—Dad and Leigh each had their own—so I was with my mother through many of her asthma
         attacks when she’d gasp and fight for air, hanging out of the bedroom window because she couldn’t breathe.
     

      
      Another problem with being my mother’s roommate was her habit of waking up screaming. All her life she has had a recurring
         dream in which a man is standing at the end of her bed. As recently as a year ago, when I stayed with Mum for a week, she
         woke up yelling the house down. This time it wasn’t a strange man who had invaded her sleep but two small boys, standing at
         the end of her bed, gazing at her.
     

      
      I was a little diva in my Belmont days. I changed my clothes, costumes and ballet tutus sometimes three or four times a day
         and was always fussing with my hair. Mum indulged my sister and me by entering us in beauty competitions. Leigh, tall and
         attractive, usually won. Dad said to me only a few years ago, ‘You know, Chrissy, Leigh used to win those competitions and
         you were always so happy for her. You were never jealous. You would never win, but you’d come in skipping and singing, so
         proud of Leigh.’ I was. I really looked up to my sister. Which didn’t stop her terrorising me. Once she tied me to the bed
         and practised plucking my eyebrows, and when I screamed she stuffed Castlemaine Rock toffees in my mouth to muffle the racket.
         Maybe I deserved it. I drove Leigh crazy. I was always putting on her make-up and clothes (even today I have a thing about
         trying on friends’ clothes).
     

      
      
      I was a climber, too. Mum could never hide Christmas presents, she couldn’t hide her make-up. Leigh couldn’t hide her clothes.
         I simply climbed up into whatever cupboard they’d been hidden in and got them.
     

      
      Not content with pillaging Leigh’s clothes and make-up, I used to put lobsters and fish in her bed. I’d lie awake waiting
         for her to go to bed so I could hear the scream.
     

      
      Leigh was sophisticated. She wore Valentino at fifteen and had a spectacular German boyfriend who drove an even more spectacular
         white E-Type Jag. Dad never warmed to him, despite the German link. Leigh and this guy used to dye their hair white. Dad hated
         that, of course, and when my sister’s platinum locks fell out he found yet another reason to go ballistic.
     

      
      My first dreams of being a rock singer were inspired by the TV music shows, all the records I played and the Top 40 on the
         radio—‘Rock Around The Clock’ by Bill Haley and the Comets, anything Elvis did, novelty songs such as ‘The Purple People-Eater’
         and ‘Does Your Chewing Gum Lose Its Flavour (On The Bedpost Overnight)?’ by Lonnie Donegan … all those lovely songs. Then
         a little later ‘Good Vibrations’ by the Beach Boys, ‘You’ve Really Got Me’ by the Kinks and anything by the Beatles.
     

      
      My cousin Little Pattie was always an icon. With her blonde fringe, gingham dresses and happy surfie songs, she was a regular
         on TV’s Bandstand. A true star and a complete professional, Tricia has been achieving all her life. She still sings, teaches performance to
         kids, and, how’s this, she is the national president of the Media, Entertainment & Arts Alliance (MEAA), the entertainers’
         union. Recently, she was elected unopposed for about the fifteenth time. As a child, I followed her career closely on TV and
         saw her live when she toured Geelong. Dad came too, and in giving his niece a good-luck hug backstage just before her gig,
         typically managed to burn a hole in her frock with his cigarette. He was mortified.
     

      
      Tricia was proof that an Amphlett could make it. In those years I saw more of her on the television than I did at family gatherings. Our fathers weren’t particularly close, and, besides, she
         lived in faraway Sydney.
     

      
      I wish I could say my cousin’s glory made life easier for me at Roslyn Primary School and then at Belmont High, but, if anything,
         Little Pattie’s fame caused me grief. It seemed to me that the teachers and children resented me for the connection and my
         ability to sing and dance made it worse. I was always overlooked for concerts and shows. I didn’t even make the school choir.
     

      
      Belmont High was a bad school. There’s no other way I can say it. There was no encouragement for anyone who, like me, was
         into the arts. The basic curriculum of maths, English, science, history and geography was all the teachers wanted to know
         about. That and sport. To many of these people, had I not been the sister of the beautiful, popular and clever Leigh Amphlett,
         or able to swim and run fast, which I could, I would have been a total waste of space. So, like most kids who feel alienated,
         I mucked up. This, naturally, made the teachers try to control me. As Dad had discovered, and as a succession of band members,
         managers and promoters would find out soon enough, being controlled is something I resist with all my heart. I threw the teachers’
         attempts to rein me in right back in their faces. I was rude and rebellious, and always being hauled out in front of the assembly
         because my uniform was too short, I was wearing green mascara, or I’d been a holy terror in class. I developed a bad attitude.
         Business as usual.
     

      
      My schoolday memories don’t include too many good ones. I was ridiculed for sucking my two middle fingers, a neurotic habit
         I’d had since a baby when Mum refused to let me have a dummy, which she thought would be a germ trap if it fell on the floor,
         and which may have contributed to my top front teeth being buck.
     

      
      In class, in primary school, aged four, I wet my pants, and my wee spread all over the carpet square I was sitting on and
         soaked the carpet squares of my schoolmates. This horrified all the other kids, especially one prim classmate who squealed,
         ‘Oh yuck!’ The teacher, Miss Nimon, sent me home, my wet dress clinging to my legs. I was so ashamed. That teacher was never nice to me again.
     

      
      The kids were merciless about my cultured speaking tones and jealous that I’d been in the local paper for my ballet and performances
         with the Musical Comedy Company. They called me Donald Duck and I’d hear the name being shouted or whispered often. ‘Donald
         Duck! Donald Duck!’ Tall poppies were quickly cut down at Belmont High. Not me though. The more people picked on me, the more
         I rebelled.
     

      
      My classmates’ mothers seemed to dislike me even more than their kids. There was the one who unplugged my tape recorder at
         the eisteddfod, and when I entered freestyle sprint races at the local pool I was unfairly handicapped. One freezing day I
         was made to stand on the blocks long after all the other swimmers had dived in. Some girls had finished the race before I
         even got into the water. I left that club and went to another, much more competitive, club and that was better for me because
         it made me try even harder. I took up the sport when Mum insisted. Because she suffered from asthma and the girl next door
         had suffered a fatal attack, my mother thought swimming would strengthen my lungs and ward off any asthma attacks I may have
         been prone to. I enjoyed it and turned up at school from the pool with my hair wet and eyes stained red by chlorine.
     

      
      Mum was protective of me, but to her credit she was never a stage mother, one of those pushy women who inflict their own thwarted
         dreams on their children. Others’ cruelty to me upset her deeply, and we both wept when I poured out my frustrations to her.
         All she could do was assure me that the problem wasn’t mine, but my persecutors’. I loved her for that, and developed a bulletproof
         self-confidence in the face of adversity and criticism that has served me well my whole life.
     

      
      My mother was my organiser and support system. She arranged everything for me, my ballet, singing, dancing, modelling and
         swimming. She had my costumes and the sets for my stage acts made. She was endlessly on the telephone planning my curriculum.
         I can still see her wearing holes in the carpet with her feet as she sat for hours by the phone.
     

      
      While Mum was focused on me and Leigh, each day Dad set off to sell his typewriters. His suit would be immaculate, his shirt
         ironed, his shoes shined, his tie just so. The nails on his long, graceful fingers would be perfectly trimmed, his thick,
         dark hair sprayed and precisely combed. If I concentrate hard, I can summon up the smell of his aftershave lotion all these
         years later. He would lay siege to the bathroom in the morning to make sure he looked and smelled his best when he was selling
         his wares. To him, how you looked was how you were. His dream for me was that one day I would marry a television newsreader
         (any newsreader would do as long as he was conservative, neat, older than his years and holding down a well-paid job). ‘But
         Dad,’ I’d yell, ‘he looks like a paedophile!’ Mum, on the other hand, while glamorous, cared more about substance than style.
     

      
      Mum didn’t really care how our house looked. Never could she be accused of being a great housekeeper. She hated housework
         and I often saw her sweep the dust under the carpet. Other mothers I knew kept a pristine house, but that didn’t impress me.
         Mum always had more important things to do, like loving me and living the theatre.
     

      
      She couldn’t bear to show Dad bills as he would flare up and she would hide them from him. Of course, he’d find out when the
         men came to cut off the gas or electricity and then he’d lose his temper with all of us anyway. Once I was sitting in the
         yard with a schoolfriend and Dad was shouting at Mum inside the house. ‘What’s that?’ said my alarmed friend.
     

      
      ‘Oh,’ I replied, ‘just Dad beating the cat again!’

      
      Mum wasn’t always Dad’s victim. Once she fed him dog food. He enjoyed a good lamb or beef stew for dinner but such choice
         meat was expensive and he was a skinflint when doling out the housekeeping money. By the end of the week she’d run out of
         cash and the cupboards would be bare. (To this day, I know of few things so wonderful as a full shopping trolley.) When Dad
         demanded stew Mum knew there’d be an explosion if he didn’t get it, so she went to the butcher and bought a pound of fresh dog meat, cooked it, and served it to him. He gulped it down with gusto. That was one time when the
         tyrant got his just desserts.
     

      
      I love Mum’s wicked sense of humour. Dad could never break her. She endured everything he put her through with a smile, and
         on a good day, she could make him laugh. ‘Aw, go and have some Phenyle,’ she’d mutter at him, referring to a particularly unpleasant household sanitiser we
         used to rid our dogs of fleas and clean toilets, drains, grease traps and animal pens.
     

      
      As I grew older my relationship with Dad, which had always been edgy, deteriorated. He was constantly trying to control me,
         and I would never, will never, be controlled. Sometimes he would grill me about whether I’d lost my virginity, long before I’d given a thought to sex.
         He insisted that I must have ‘done it’ with boys, and that made me feel ashamed to be female. I think my father was really
         afraid that I’d be a slut, and this was his way of dealing with his fears.
     

      
      Our frustrations with each other boiled over into terrible arguments. Once, I sat on the back doorstep and screamed obscenities
         at him, knowing the whole neighbourhood could hear. He was a man who cared deeply what others thought, and I enjoyed his humiliation.
         There were times when Dad went out on his boat and I wished he’d never come back. That was cruel. He was doing his best in
         his own way.
     

      
      In time I did start going out with boys. None of these ‘relationships’ lasted. Mum and Dad set high standards for my young
         suitors, and many were dismissed as not being good enough. I didn’t care. To me, boys were fun, and that was all. Mum had
         instilled in me from an early age a horror of growing up and getting married to some local bloke and then having to walk around
         Belmont wheeling a pram, all of my performing dreams dashed by responsibility. Mum said, ‘Don’t have children. Don’t have
         children.’ For Dad, no one less than that TV newsreader was good enough for his little girl.
     

      
      Unlike his brother Joe, Patricia’s dad, who swore like a trooper, Dad affected airs and graces. The dapper demeanour he’d
         adopted when he returned from the war and the dashing appearance he perfected, not forgetting his impressive dancing, won him many female admirers, but as far as I know he was never unfaithful
         to my mother.
     

      
      Even when he was frothing at the mouth with rage he watched his language. The only time I ever heard Dad say ‘fuck’ was once
         when we were in the car, running late for an appointment, and Mum was taking her time leaving the house. To my parents’ generation,
         the F-word was the ultimate obscenity and Dad didn’t use it lightly. In our home the worst word he would come up with was
         ‘Shite!’ which I figured was some German version of ‘Shit!’ (The first time I ever heard anyone else say ‘fuck’ was when I
         was ten and a man blurted it out at the local swimming pool. I felt violated, and it took me days to recover.)
     

      
      Only rarely did my father let the old Jim Amphlett out of the bag, and when he did I loved him for it—his ‘Heil Hitlers’ that
         were guaranteed to shock, and stealing that neighbour’s goose. After Leigh got married, Mum, Dad and I visited her and her
         AFL-player husband and mother-in-law at Berwick. Throughout dinner, Dad drank heavily and continued after we all left the
         table to get ready for bed. We all heard what he did next. He got up from the table, went to his room, switched off the light,
         and let go of the most tremendous fart. This was his way of saying the festivities were over. I giggled myself to sleep.
     

      
      My childhood years were always interesting. I’d have died in an emotionally frigid household. For all our faults as a family,
         there was passion in our house, and noise and chaos and love. Plus music, lots of music. Mum would tinkle her piano, Dad and
         Leigh would play their records, and, of course, when I wasn’t stirring up trouble I’d sing.
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      SURFER GIRL

      
      In the early seventies, Torquay Beach was a heady scene, a world of waves, boards, drugs, music, parties, gorgeous guys and,
         as surely as a thunderstorm follows a blazing summer day, sex. For a young teenager determined to bust free of convention
         and control, school, home and the Geelong Musical Comedy Company were no competition. Every weekend, winter and summer, I
         made a beeline for the surfing mecca, 21 kilometres south of Geelong, at the start of the Great Ocean Road. This prim little
         ballerina was now a surfie chick. My friends, Janice Middleton, Anne Newton, Gail Vogel, and I would tell our parents we were
         off to each other’s houses, to the movies in Geelong or a record night at St Bernard’s Church and we’d hitch to the beach.
     

         Janice Smith (nee Middleton)
      
      

         We hated school and we made sure everyone knew it. We were smart, physically well developed and had attitude. Thirteen-going-on-twenty-one.
            To Chrissy, Gail, Anne and me, anyone who wasn’t us was a dag. We had a lot of fun and played up a lot. I don’t know what
            it was about Geelong or about our families, but we started hitchhiking to Torquay one weekend, for excitement. And we found this whole
            new world. We thought it was fabulous because it was totally away from our homes and our school. It was such a free thing
            to be doing. We found older boys, and after that there was no turning back.
        

         Torquay, where we were very small fish, was so different to Geelong—where we strutted around and the revheads and sharpies
            would cruise by us in McCann Street in their hotted-up yellow Toranas whistling and calling out to us. They always got the
            same response: a withering glare and a smart-arse putdown.
        

         No, surfers were our thing. They rented cheap shacks on the beach and we’d sit there with them on cushions, listen to records,
            smoke pot and pash.
        

         We had no fears about hitchhiking, or anything else. We stood on the Geelong Road with our thumbs stuck out till a car stopped
            and picked us up. We became quite well known, and some boys would hang around waiting for us to appear on the highway. One
            guy in particular was always lurking. He never tried anything, but none of us wanted to sit in the front seat with him because
            he wore tiny King Gee work shorts and everything he had hung loose. He kept a box of condoms in the glovebox in case he got
            lucky, but he never did with any of us.
        

      



      
      Torquay, with its wide, white-sand beaches, big waves and youth culture, was at the epicentre of the Australian surfquake.
         It was there, in ramshackle garages and tool sheds, where enterprising young surfers, such as Rip Curl founders Doug ‘Claw’
         Warbrick and Brian ‘Sing Ding’ Singer and Quiksilver creator Alan Green, first fashioned their surfboards, wetsuits and clothing
         lines that made them millionaires and are now sold all over the world.
     

      
      Gail and I used one of these wood and corrugated iron garages as our hangout, and we shacked up there with friends who dropped
         by. In our coloured corduroys, baggy shirts, ugg boots and holey mohair jumpers, partying, sleeping over, we experimented
         with life.
     

      
      
      We’d sit on the beach among the Norfolk Island pines and watch the surfers ride the waves. We created our own soundtrack to
         their graceful slashes, cutbacks and carves: the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, Cream, the Doors, Aretha Franklin, the Rascals,
         Dylan, and Sly and the Family Stone blaring on our transistors. When the boys returned to the shore we pounced. They were
         tanned, had long, sun-bleached hair and smelled clean and fresh, unlike the revheads in Geelong who reeked of sump oil and
         fried chicken. To the impressionable kid I was then, there was something coolly spiritual about the surfers of Torquay. They
         seemed always to be searching for something, the perfect wave, something to believe in, a new thrill, and that appealed to
         me. They were wild, and as cool as rock stars.
     

      
      We didn’t know it then, of course, but many of these Adonises were doomed. Drugs were rampant in Torquay at that time and
         took their toll on the surfer boys. A roll call of the surfers I knew who overdosed or committed suicide as a result of addiction
         is enough to make me cry.
     

      
      For most of these guys, girls came a distant fifth behind surf, drugs, each other’s company and the latest Eastern religion,
         and their indifference attracted me all the more. Like many young girls, I only liked guys who didn’t like me. Those who did,
         I just wasn’t interested in. Did this make me miserable? No, just confused.
     

      
      The surfer boys of Torquay could be as cruel as they were beautiful. Some said and did terrible things to me. Calling me ‘Jail-bait’
         made me feel like shit. I happily put up with their heartlessness when I was young, but I would have my revenge. Years later,
         the Divinyls played Geelong and during the gig I looked down into the audience and there was a group of blokes I recognised
         from the beach, the very ones who had given me a hard time. Their names were Fledge, Boong and Brew and they couldn’t believe
         that the crazy little person from the beach had transformed into this rock star in a school uniform going berserk up on stage.
         I could see I scared them. After a blistering set, I stood there sweating, triumphant, as the crowd went wild, and I looked
         down at them and yelled, ‘Now go and get fucked!’ A sweet moment, but any satisfaction I felt didn’t last long. Within a year or so, Fledge, Boong and Brew were dead, all drug victims.
     

      
      I lost my virginity and smoked dope for the first time on the same night. I was fifteen and I went to a house at nearby Anglesea
         with a group of kids and there was a guy there in his early twenties named Garry Bryant. I slept with him and it was horrible.
         I arrived wearing a long wig and false eyelashes to make myself look older and more sophisticated and when Garry and I went
         into the bedroom I said, ‘Oh, excuse me for a minute, I have to do something,’ and I went to the bathroom and took off my
         accessories. When Garry saw me the way I really was he nearly had a fit. The next day I was at Gail’s parents’ place and there
         was a knock at the door. Standing there was Garry Bryant holding my false hair and eyelashes. He handed them to Gail’s mother,
         said, ‘Here, give these to Christine,’ and left. I was devastated. Garry, too, who had a drug habit, has since passed away.
     

      
      As far as I was concerned it was no big deal to lose my virginity, just something that had to be done. After years of my father
         insisting I must have ‘done it’ I fulfilled his prophecy. I had a girlfriend who was really precious and neurotic about her virginity and she hung onto it and hung onto it and I’d go, ‘Just get rid of it!’ I was so vulnerable and had no idea of where I was at sexually. I wasn’t aware there were boundaries or of what was
         right or wrong. All this while I was going through puberty and my hormones were racing. My friends were useless as sounding-boards
         because we were all as ignorant about sex as each other, and if I’d tried to raise the topic with Dad he’d have blown a fuse.
         My behaviour was just another way to rebel against him. Anne and Janice fell in love with surfers and married them. I didn’t
         have a steady boyfriend, just some forgettable flings. Craig Dickenson, who wasn’t a surfie, but a sharpie, small, with snappy
         clothes and rooster-cut hair, said he was in love with me. Naturally, because he fancied me, I turned him away. But Craig’s
         problem wasn’t me, it was smack, and, like all the others, it killed him.
     

      
      Boys confused me. Perhaps Dad’s unpredictability and moods were to blame. Perhaps I thought all males were like him.

      
      
      I got very smashed on some sweet and sticky alcoholic drink—sherry, vermouth?—when I was fifteen, but generally speaking alcohol
         wasn’t a big thing at the beach. Booze was for the revheads and footy blokes, and definitely not cool, and, to us, being cool
         was important. Drugs, however, were everywhere, and I smoked marijuana and hash. Dope made me feel awful, paranoid, unable
         to speak, but I indulged because everyone else did.
     

      
      Most nights after the beach, Janice, Anne, Gail and I hitchhiked back to Belmont, pretending to our parents that we’d been
         somewhere we hadn’t and blithely denying the existence of our telltale sunburn, salty hair and lovebites. But one night after
         a long day of fun and sun it was suddenly too late to hitchhike home, and I decided to spend the night in a big tent with
         a large group of boys and girls. I didn’t sleep with anyone, but one guy kept grabbing my hand and trying to get me to touch
         him. To my horror, in the middle of the night Dad and Mum turned up and dragged me out of the tent, put me into the car and
         drove me home, doing my cool chick cred no good at all.
     

      
      Through all this, singing was my rock. This was something I could do better than anyone else at the beach. It gave me power
         and direction, and an escape. Singing was how I communicated, my lifeline. I was known as the girl who sang. People thought,
         ‘Oh, it’s Chrissy singing again, she’s nuts.’ No matter where I was or what was happening, whether I was happy or sad, I was
         always breaking into rock songs. My voice in those days was nothing like it would become. I was in transition, still forming
         my musical taste and singing style, leaving the Plaza Theatre and eisteddfods of my youth far behind. When the surfers lit
         a fire on the beach and some guy pulled out a guitar, I’d accompany him, and I began singing with some local kids in a Geelong
         band called Steamhammer.
     

      
      Torquay, like just about everywhere on earth, had gone hippie. Flower Power ruled. Psychedelia, tie-dyed T-shirts, peace,
         love, Indian jewellery, Eastern religions such as Meher Baba and Hare Krishna (whose philosophies, though I scarcely understood
         them, I happily spouted) were all encompassing. Neil Young, Creedence Clearwater Revival, Jefferson Airplane, Jimi Hendrix, Led Zeppelin and
         George Harrison’s ‘My Sweet Lord’ blasted out across the sand. I got my first whiff of patchouli oil and my life changed.
         It was heavy and cloying and so exotic and made me feel incredibly daring, as though none of life’s experiences would be denied me. Even now when I smell
         patchouli I’m transported back to those days.
     

      
      But below the surface I wasn’t so daring or buoyant. I felt abandoned. Abandoned by Dad, when he tried to control me; by Anne
         and Janice, who were spending more time with their steady guys; and by my own boyfriends. I always felt the odd one out in
         any group. Consequently, I did some irrational things, like putting clothes on lay-by in a Geelong store with no way of ever
         paying for them. Once, when I was feeling especially alone, I tried to commit suicide by swallowing an entire bottle of Bex
         tablets. Bex was a bitter-tasting, over-the-counter concoction to relieve headaches and stress. Dad took one look at me woozy
         and distressed and lovingly walked me up and down till I felt better. Then, always one for keeping up appearances, he warned
         me, ‘Now make sure you don’t mention this to anyone!’
     

         Janice Smith
      
      

         Part of Chrissy’s problem was that she wasn’t like other girls. She was an enigma. She was beautiful, very poised and a law
            unto herself. She drank sarsaparilla and smoked coloured Russian Sobranie cigarettes. She spoke beautifully, which was rare.
            When she wasn’t wearing surf gear she had tremendous dress style and was great at putting different looks together. One outfit
            I’ll never forget was a purple minidress with a big keyhole cut in the front that showed off her gi-normous boobs. She had
            a fantastic body. And she was so wild. Anne and I met our future husbands at the beach. When we started getting serious with
            Tom and Greg, Chrissy felt a bit lost and drifted away. She started hanging out with older fellows who were a bit all over
            the place. Some weren’t too kind to her. She went off the rails for a while, hanging out with all sorts of characters and
            taking a lot of risks. People said nasty things about her. We all met up at Anne’s place years later and she played us her new record ‘Boys In Town’, and said it was about the Torquay boys.
        

         Chrissy was intimidating and self-possessed and the boys couldn’t cope so they lashed out at her. Girls, too. At a dance one
            night Chrissy annoyed most of the girls by looking fabulous in a red, white and blue dress, false eyelashes, full make-up.
            Then she really put some noses out of joint. She had a way of gazing disconcertingly at people, looking them up and down.
            Didn’t even realise she was doing it. She did this to a group of very tough chicks, some of whom had just been released from
            prison, and they took offence. One came up to Chrissy and went whack!
        

         To us, Chrissy was very, very brave and very, very adventurous. Even though we were out there, we wished we had half her guts!
            We idolised her. It didn’t surprise me when Chrissy became a rock star. I knew she had extreme determination. And she really
            wanted to get out of Geelong and make something of herself. She was fighting her past. Geelong can be a nasty little country
            town and she was just too big for it.
        

      



      
      Good old, long-suffering Dad was there for me another time, when I could have, should have, died. I was with the doomed Craig Dickenson in a house in Geelong and we were dropping acid. By then heroin
         was in his heart and soul, but he put it aside this night for the hot new psychedelic drug LSD, and I was happy to join him.
         But the acid was too strong and for someone like me with an inherent low tolerance for drugs it had a disastrous effect. I
         couldn’t handle it. I started hallucinating and became distressed. Craig fled. Abandoned again. In my mind I was still sitting
         in the house but, in reality, I had stumbled outside and then lay down in the middle of the highway. Before a car or truck
         could turn me into roadkill, the police saw me and hustled me into a patrol car.
     

      
      Mum and Dad were there when they dropped me off in Eton Road. Because I’d spent the past few days either at the beach or at
         Janice’s place I hadn’t seen them for a while. Dad looked at the police, looked at his wreck of a daughter, realised I was off my face … and gathered me up in the biggest hug. Later, he tucked me into bed,
         and wasn’t even angry the next day after I’d recovered. He was simply glad I was alive.
     

      
      For all his faults and all our clashes I am the first to admit my father had his hands full.

      
      When Janice and Anne moved out of home and into an apartment in Geelong I was always dropping in and staying. We’d all left
         school and were enjoying the freedom. I remember one night at a dance the band was the Valentines, who wore brightly coloured
         jumpsuits. The Valentines featured the now late and legendary Bon Scott of AC/DC fame, and a singer by the name of Vince Lovegrove,
         who would come back into my life a few years later with cataclysmic results.
     

         Janice Smith
      
      

         After we all left home, Anne and I were living in an apartment in Geelong. Chrissy used to come and go. We had parties and
            smoked pot and carried on. One night, the police came and hauled Anne and me into the Geelong Police Station. We soon found
            out why. Chrissy had been picked up by the police as she walked down the street tripping on acid. They also found a matchbox
            of pot on her. When the police asked her for her address, she gave them ours so they wouldn’t go around to Eton Road. So they
            figured we were all druggies and came and took us away. All our parents were notified. I was belligerent as all hell because
            I’d been dragged into the cop shop for no reason, so I stood there, hands on hips, giving the police a mouthful. I didn’t
            give a shit about authority. We were not intimidated by police what-so-ever! And there was Chrissy standing there looking
            so innocent, as if none of this fiasco was her fault. An officer gave Anne and me a warning and let us go.
        

      



      
      The police gave me a much harder time. In front of my deeply ashamed father, they said I was hanging around with grievously
         bad people and at risk of getting into serious trouble. I was told it would be in my, and Geelong’s, best interests if I left
         town.
     

      
      Not normally one to listen to the voice of authority, this time I did what I was told.
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      INTO THE MUSIC

      
      Melbourne’s Sunbury Festival was Australia’s early-seventies version of Woodstock. With my love of music there was no way
         I wasn’t going. Anne Newton and I hitchhiked the 30 kilometres to join the 35 000 other fans, but we were soon separated in
         the throng and didn’t see each other again till we were safely home. I wore only a bikini and a skimpy short top. I had no
         change of clothes, no food or money. Horribly sunburned and sucking on ice because I had nothing else to eat or drink, I sat
         at the front of the crowd and watched all the bands. I was determined to become a rock singer even though not one of the bands
         had a girl up front—such a thing was virtually unheard of in Australia then—I wanted to know how Billy Thorpe and the Aztecs,
         Chain, and my great favourites Lobby Lloyd and the Coloured Balls pulled it off.
     

      
      I had followed the Geelong cops’ advice and moved into a flat in Auburn Road, Hawthorn. I would often see Gerry Humphreys
         from The Loved Ones, the band I used to watch on TV at Eton Road, shopping with his girlfriend, who had bright hennaed hair.
         They lived only one block away on the same street. I thought they were the coolest couple and the way Gerry looked and performed reminded
         me of Keith Moon from the Who. I would go to the music clubs Bertie’s and Sebastian’s to see him and The Loved Ones which
         made me even more determined to become a rock singer. One day, I met Gerry’s girlfriend on the street. She invited me back
         to their flat and hennaed my hair. But I was to learn that talent doesn’t guarantee success or longevity: in time Gerry returned
         to his hometown of London and became a hospital orderly. What a loss to Australian music.
     

      
      Alison Baker, a girl I knew from Geelong, had also moved to Melbourne and we became great friends. Her cousin, David Flint,
         owned the Thumping Tum which, with its red-velvet curtains and antique furniture, vied with Bertie’s and Sebastian’s to be
         the best Melbourne nightclub of the time. Alison was just as enamoured of the music scene as I was and we’d visit the clubs
         together. After the confines of Geelong I couldn’t believe the vibrancy of Melbourne. The very hip clothing store, Merivale
         and Mr John, had just opened at the top of Collins Street and sold green leather jackets, tight velvet flares with a ‘V’ cut
         into the knees, tight small jumpers with buttons and holes all down the sleeves, and T-shirts with flared arms. My style exactly,
         and I topped off the look with false eyelashes top and bottom. There was a group of girls who worked at Merivale and hung
         out at Bertie’s and Sebastian’s. They all had pop-star boyfriends. One was Fleur Thiemeyer, who always dressed head to toe
         in Merivale and later married Darryl Cotton from the band Zoot. Fleur was too cool for school and I would watch her and her
         Merivale friends from afar and admire their style.
     

         Alison Baker
      
      

         It doesn’t surprise me at all that Chrissy became a rock star, and led such a life. She was a girl with a destiny. I can picture
            her now at Bertie’s or Sebastian’s, smoking Courtleigh cigarettes with their little gold band, wearing velvet jeans and a
            vest cut in strips. Everyone who met Chrissy was overwhelmed by her talent and energy. There were cooler girls, such as Fleur Thiemeyer and the Merivale chicks, but Chrissy Amphlett was the real thing.
        

      



      
      When my idol Wendy Saddington, a blues singer with a voluminous afro who wore lots of bangles, sang with the band Chain at
         these clubs, Alison and I would go and marvel. Sitting there gazing at the stage, we looked so ‘in’, as they said in the seventies.
         We both sported Miss Lynne brand dark maroon nail polish, Merivale pants, ugg boots, and trailed thick wafts of patchouli
         oil. I also flaunted a gorgeous Navajo jacket. There I’d be, looking just like that, whenever the bands I admired played.
         Lobby Lloyd and the Coloured Balls were a big event for me. Lobby seemed very dangerous and over the edge, and he played loud. They never played Bertie’s (as far as I know!). I was also into the British bands T.Rex with Marc Bolan, and the Faces and
         I don’t think they ever played Bertie’s either. Once, at a very sixties venue with a black-and-white tiled dance floor, I
         saw my sister Leigh, oh so glamorous in Louis Feraud, with her gorgeous, this time French, boyfriend. I felt so different
         I couldn’t bear to say hello.
     

      
      One day, Alison and I met a fellow who was a complete music fanatic. He was so enthusiastic and weird and lived in his parents’
         garage. We were friends with a band called Highway and this guy was really into their music and got off on carrying their
         amps and other gear. The night we bumped into him we sat for hours talking music and playing records. His name was Michael
         Gudinski, and he went on to found Mushroom Records and the Frontier Touring Company and become one of the biggest names in
         Australian music.
     

      
      A guitarist in Highway was very keen on Alison. He saw her walking with another bandmember and the jealous bastard beat her
         up. Alison still has a scar on her face. The guy was sacked from the band.
     

      
      During this time, I got to know the Payne brothers, who played in a bluesy rock group called Daisy Clover. They did cover
         versions of songs like ‘I Put a Spell On You’, and they needed a singer. ‘How about me?’ I asked and, at fifteen years of
         age, I got the job. We gigged around Melbourne for a few months and then signed on to support Darryl Cotton and Zoot at Chequers, a spivvy Sydney nightclub. But if I thought I’d have respect I was wrong. It amused Darryl
         to creep up on me at the little flat both bands shared and rub a large plastic penis in my face. I was so intimidated by these
         people that I just sat there, unprotesting, as he denigrated me. Not too many years later, any man attacking me with a plastic
         penis would have lost his own.
     

      
      Midway through a song at Chequers one night I looked over to the door and saw the most incredible-looking guy I’d ever seen
         in my life standing there watching me. He had long red hair, a top hat and a cane. I learned he was a musician with the exotic
         name of Ray Rivamonte, and standing with him was an American who wore one long earring, which was unheard of for a man then
         unless he was a pirate. Ray returned to Chequers night after night checking me out. Finally he approached me. ‘Why don’t you
         come and join our band, One Ton Gypsy? We need a back-up singer. We’re based in Melbourne and our leader is Ray Brown,’ he
         said. I didn’t hesitate to say yes. Ray Rivamonte was an exciting guy, and in comparison the blokes in Daisy Clover seemed
         boring. Besides, I was miserable in that band. Some of my fellow bandmembers, perhaps egged-on by Darryl Cotton and his plastic
         penis, were treating me vilely. Even before Ray made his offer I’d psychologically left Daisy Clover. I walked out on them
         without a qualm and caught the train back to Melbourne.
     

      
      Everyone in One Ton Gypsy, an eight-piece rock band with pretensions to emulating Joe Cocker and Leon Russell’s Mad Dogs and
         Englishmen outfit, was well into his or her twenties. Of course I knew of Ray Brown. He was one of Australia’s biggest pop
         stars of the sixties and with his band the Whispers had had a string of top ten records—‘20 Miles’, ‘Fool Fool Fool’, ‘Pride’,
         ‘In The Midnight Hour’. A handsome guy with a light voice, Ray would die of a heart attack in 1996.
     

      
      Apart from the Rays, Brown and Rivamonte, others in the group were Rockwell T James, Margaret and Tim Piper and a mad American
         drummer with a long ball and chain earring (the guy with Ray Rivamonte at Chequers) who would every so often catch the earring
         with his drumstick as he pounded away and end up bleeding on his drum kit. But that didn’t put us off. One night we were all
         sitting around high on vodka after a gig and decided to be like our drummer and get our ears pierced.
     

      
      One Ton Gypsy’s base was an old hotel in St Kilda. I moved in and slept in a cupboard. Almost immediately I developed a crush
         on Rockwell T James, who was a very attractive man; and then his girlfriend arrived and that was that.
     

      
      Of course, there were drugs. A couple of the bandmembers were doing heroin. I was smoking pot and taking LSD. It was a heavy
         scene. I’d started drinking, too, and one night after a binge I didn’t make it on stage for a gig in the town of Rosebud.
         I was vomiting my heart up in the toilet and then I passed out on the floor. My absence really made a difference to the band
         because of all of the girls I was the only one who could really sing. Another of the female singers, whose name was Denny,
         whom I really looked up to because she was cool, was having an affair with Ray Brown. Denny didn’t wear underwear, which I
         thought was just terrible so, feeling sorry for her, I went out and bought her some paper knickers. I still had my mother’s
         sense of decorum—at least for some things.
     

      
      About this time, a Melbourne guy named Ray Evans, who became my first manager, asked me to record Rita Coolidge’s song ‘Superstar’—about
         a groupie. At the same time, Colleen Hewett recorded what I thought was a dreadful version and had a hit. I wasn’t too disappointed
         because I didn’t think I could really handle fame at that stage; I was too young. Ray also organised me to be Girl of the
         Week in Australasian Post magazine. I posed for their photographer in my trademark ugg boots, corduroy jeans and Navajo top.
     

      
      Inevitably, One Ton Gypsy broke up before we got to the studio, so there’s no record existing of this interesting and ambitious
         group. We were too unwieldy, undisciplined and there were just too many of us to make any money. The pittance we earned playing
         small gigs around Melbourne was hardly enough to sustain eight performers and all the hangers-on.
     

      
      
      After One Ton Gypsy’s demise, I drifted into yet another Melbourne band, whose name I’ve forgotten. John Payne from Daisy
         Clover was in it and we played things like ‘Season of the Witch’. One day at rehearsal I fell asleep, a combination of my
         boredom and staying up all night smoking pot and dropping acid. I’m not sure if that was the only reason but I was sacked
         by a bandmember named Danny Bourne. Years later, I came across Danny playing piano in a bar. He approached me with a delighted
         grin and said, ‘Remember me, Chrissy? I fired you!’ He gave me the impression sacking me was a highlight of his life.
     

      
      When I was sixteen, Alison and I moved in together into a house in Greville Street, Prahran, home to a bunch of funky shops,
         including some exquisite vintage clothing stores where I bought old furs and gorgeous beaded dresses. The Station Hotel, a
         bastion of pub rock run by a guy called Mark Barnes and his girfriend Manag (they had a dog named Jeffrey, the first dog I
         knew with a person’s name), was down the road and on Saturday afternoons Alison and I would go there to listen to Captain
         Matchbox. I first saw AC/DC at the Station, as well as Carson with Broderick Smith and Chris Stockley and the Dingoes. I’d
         get up and sing if whatever band was playing would let me.
     

         Chris Stockley

      

         It’s a long time ago now, but Chrissy made an unforgettable impression. She was part of the Station Hotel crowd and when we
            played she would come up and ask if she could sing with us. We loved her, and so did the crowd; she was so pretty—and that
            voice! She had a song called ‘Captain Bobby Stout’ that she’d belt out. She didn’t have the confidence then that she developed
            later in Divinyls. She was shy, but very special.
        

      



      
      Every Friday Alison and I bought a matchbox of grass each for ten dollars and then we’d go out and party. Sometimes we’d crawl
         home. We didn’t drink that much but one particular night, Alison’s birthday, we went to the Greyhound Hotel and knocked back
         a number of tequila slammers. We ended up passed out on our front lawn. I have been told that a friend’s mum who saw us was
         disgusted and I’m sure it didn’t look pretty. Plenty went on at that house in Greville Street, but we both drew the line at intravenous drugs. One
         night, some guy tried to get into the house to shoot up but we got rid of him and went back to dropping acid and listening
         to Cream and Emerson, Lake & Palmer.
     

      
      For me music was magic. I listened to music all the time in my room at Greville Street, with its panelled wood walls, huge
         fireplace and four-poster bed. I’d associate songs with good times, bad times, boys, dreams, ambitions. I know I’m not the
         only one who thinks songs and the people who sing and play them have incredible power. It is not surprising that sometimes
         people impose their own fantasies on what they hear and who they listen to. I heard only recently about a woman who had been
         unable to hear my name or my music without having a fit, and the reason was she had caught her brother masturbating over a
         photograph of me years before. The Greville Street house is still there and looks exactly the same, but I’d say it has a more
         genteel life these days.
     

         Alison Baker
      
      

         Those times in Greville Street … it was party central. We had jam sessions with various muso friends in our lounge room. The
            wild schoolgirl from Divinyls was still way in the future, but Chrissy would sing and be so much better than anyone else who
            was taking part. You’d have had to be an idiot not to realise, even at sixteen, that she was a major talent just waiting for
            an opportunity to whisk her off to realise her potential.
        

      



      
      If you were into live music at that time, Melbourne was the place to be. There were so many bands gigging all over town and
         Alison and I followed them around. Our social life revolved around rock’n’roll. I can’t remember having a steady boyfriend
         throughout that period. I was friends with boys, but, like at the beach, there was nobody special in my life. I was still
         pining after unattainable guys and giving the bum’s rush to anyone who liked me. The only real affection and encouragement
         I got at this time was from Mum. She always welcomed me with a cuddle and a hearty meal, and assured me that singing stardom was just over the horizon. My dream was to sing in
         a band better than any of those I’d performed with to date, and I was always on the lookout for a gig.
     

      
      To pay the rent at Greville Street and buy clothes and other essentials, I got a job in a Melbourne private hospital, assisting
         the matron and reading to the patients. This was the perfect role for someone like me who had become so self-absorbed, and,
         just like Mum, I discovered that I was fulfilled somewhere deep in my soul by helping others. This, I realised even at my
         young age, was true spirituality, far removed from the fakery of Torquay Beach-style Meher Baba. There was an old man at the
         hospital who had cancer of the mouth and I would read to him from his precious copy of The Rubáiyát by Omar Khayyám. He was a difficult guy and, understandably, because he knew he was dying, a bit cranky. I was very fond
         of him. I’ve always been drawn to difficult people, unconventional people. I was with him when he died, and was incredibly
         touched when he left me his copy of The Rubáiyát.
     

      
      I grew up a lot in that hospital. I became close to people, like the old man, who were sick and who then died. Most of the
         patients were suffering from terminal cancer. It was physically and emotionally demanding for me, but far worse for the doctors
         and nurses who, I noticed, often raided the drug cupboards. Some drank heavily. After what I saw them go through, who would
         blame them? Certainly not me.
     

      
      My world till then had been confined to Belmont, Torquay, Geelong and Melbourne, with short excursions to rural Victoria with
         Great-uncle Ernest and Sydney to sing at Chequers. Working in the hospital had made me think a little more seriously about
         my life. Yes, I still wanted to sing, but I was also desperate for new experiences, new adventures, and even as a teenager
         I realised that these would mature me and help my creativity. Occasionally I had thought of travelling overseas, but then
         I would get distracted by an exciting new band playing in some pub or another offer to sing or some unattainable guy. And Europe and America seemed too far away. Then came an unlikely catalyst for change. A friend named Jan McIntyre, who
         lived across the road from me in Greville Street, asked me if I’d go to London with her. Her father’s new baby was having
         an operation and he wanted Jan to be there. Why not? I thought. I’d saved some money from working at the hospital and could
         afford to go if I was frugal. I didn’t ponder too long and Jan and I went to a travel agent and booked passage on the Fairstar Princess bound for London. It was time to see new places and meet new people, taste a different life—but I didn’t have any idea just
         how different it would be.
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      DRIFTER

      
      On the voyage to London, the Fairstar Princess dropped anchor in Durban, South Africa, and Jan and I set off to see the sights. Many things we saw on that short visit were
         deeply shocking. I watched black people being beaten by the police for jaywalking, and shops run by blacks where whites were
         not allowed to go. Of course I went straight in. No one, and especially not the bigots and racists of South Africa, was going
         to tell me where I could and couldn’t shop. When, at a street market, Jan and I saw a black man selling Durban poison, the
         notoriously strong South African marijuana, we bought some. Deal done, I gave him a big kiss and he freaked out, terrified
         that the authorities would see him being kissed by a white woman and punish him.
     

      
      To our horror, Jan and I found ourselves sharing a cabin with the most uncool passenger onboard, a particularly stitched-up
         70-year-old woman. We had to wait till she fell asleep before we could smoke our bullets of Durban poison. Of course she busted
         us and reported what we had done to the captain. ‘You’re gonna get it!’ she cackled at me. ‘You are in so much trouble. You’re going to end up in prison!’ She was right, but not on this particular occasion. We were terrified that the
         skipper would report us to the police and unload us from the ship, but he turned out to be a sweetie. He and the first mate
         gave us biscuits and brandy … and our very own cabin.
     

      
      Jan and I smoked that potent Durban poison all the way to London and when we docked at Southampton we were tripping. I was
         so off my face I strolled through customs carrying a bag of Durban poison bullets in my suitcase, too stoned to appreciate
         what would happen to me if I was caught. Somehow I made it through. Jan, however, was in bad shape. She freaked out and arranged
         to head straight back to Australia.
     

      
      I teamed up with two acquaintances from the ship, a girl named Carol and an older guy who played piano, and we spent my first
         night in London in Baron’s Court in a tourist hotel, one of those places with creaky stairs and scuzzy carpet and a breakfast
         room downstairs. Carol and I had some more dope. I sat in a shabby little room imagining neon lights shooting all over the
         London sky, while my friend began to dance and cry hysterically. Then she began screaming so loudly I was afraid the police
         would hear her and burst in. Durban poison was well named.
     

      
      Next morning we hired a car and drove to Dover on England’s south-east coast. There we loaded ourselves and the car onto the
         Channel ferry and then, with the piano player at the wheel, drove down through France and across Switzerland to the northern
         Italian city of Milan. The signs had been building but when the piano player finally tried to have his way with us, we gave
         him the slip in Milan. It wasn’t hard to do, because the beautiful Italian fashion centre was in chaos. At the time, Black
         September terrorists were setting off blasts all over Europe, and the day we arrived it was Milan’s turn. Every street was
         jammed with cars trying to negotiate roadblocks, there was a cacophony of sirens as police hunted the bombers, and people
         were frantic and afraid. Soon after, I left Carol and caught a train to Florence. I have no real memory of being excited by my first weeks in Europe. It was a crazy blur.
     

      
      In Florence I saw a man handing out advertising flyers for a local disco and bar named Space Electronique. I followed the
         guy, whose name was Tony, back to the establishment, which was one of Florence’s finest, and talked the manager into giving
         me a job behind the bar. I’d never done this kind of work before but he was impressed that I knew that the Italian word for
         ‘dry’ was ‘sec’. How hard could it be to pour drinks, preferably dry white wine, dry vermouth or dry martinis, and keep smiling?
         And if I had trouble I could seek help from my fellow barmaid Katy Bevan, a lovely girl from Scotland who befriended me. While
         we served drinks together we filled each other in about who we were and where we’d come from. It turned out Katy’s parents
         owned a castle. Very different from Eton Road, that’s for sure.
     

      
      I fancied Tony, who was the DJ at Space Electronique. He was adorable in that very Italian way. He gesticulated attractively,
         wore denim, and looked like a Mediterranean Mick Jagger. But Tony had another agenda. Like many a young Italian guy, his dream
         was to live in the United States and join the mafia and to do that he needed an American girlfriend. Being Australian, I wasn’t
         any use to him. So he hooked up with an American girl who came into the bar. She was big and she was fat and she served his
         purpose perfectly. He got his ticket to the States and I got another rejection.
     

      
      Eventually I started singing with Space Electronique’s band, who needed an English-speaking singer. The leader of the band
         was the organist, Ricardo Toni, a genuine Italian count, who was the son of Florence’s best-known furriers. Ricardo had a
         girlfriend named Lilly who became a friend.
     

      
      Things were working out well, but new horizons are often more attractive ones, and soon a better offer, or what seemed like
         one, came along. Lilly and I became entranced by, respectively, the guitarist and the bass player in a Swiss band, Tea, that
         was gigging in Florence. When Tea returned to Zurich we were with them. My guy, whose name was Thoreau, turned out not to
         be as keen on me as I was on him, so we parted and I lodged in a nunnery. To pay my board I found a street corner and started singing for money. It was nice to know
         I had a talent that could keep me, if not rolling in money, then at least alive. I sang Irish songs, sea shanties, and the
         blues, which made me some money and some new friends as well. Even though Thoreau and I were no longer together he suggested
         I stay with his mother at her home. I walked into my bedroom and there on the bed was a big fluffy doona. I’d never seen a
         doona before and I slept on top of it. Thoreau’s mum was aghast. ‘No, no, you don’t sleep on top of it. You sleep underneath it!’ I knew travelling would add to my education!
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