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[WARNING]

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander readers are advised that this book contains the names and voices of people who have died.
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INTRODUCTION
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What a song is about and what you think it’s about aren’t always the same thing. One famous example of that is ‘Every Breath You Take’ by The Police, which some people have taken as an admission of eternal love, that whatever happens you’ll be by their side; it gets played at weddings all the time. While it is love Sting’s singing about, it’s not a nice sort of love. It’s the obsessive type – he’s singing about someone stalking their ex.

There’s also Bruce Springsteen’s ‘Born In The USA’, which people have seen in a patriotic context when it’s actually critical of America. The catchy pop of ‘Semi-Charmed Life’ by Third Eye Blind? That’s about smoking crystal meth. When it comes to Australian songs, The Go-Betweens’ ‘Streets Of Your Town’ is often seen as a fond ode to whatever town Grant McLennan was singing about, but that overlooks the dark references to domestic violence in the lyrics. Australian Crawl’s hit ‘Boys Light Up’ is about… Well, you can find out at No. 40 in this book. Chances are it’s not what you had assumed.

That’s not necessarily wrong, because once a songwriter lets their work out into the wild they lose some ownership of it. They can’t sit on the lounge next to you or the passenger seat of your car when you listen to the tune and tell you what it all means. They have to leave us to figure that out ourselves, and even if it’s wrong it still works for us.

Some songwriters don’t like their songs being misinterpreted, especially when it’s used to support a cause or movement to which they are fundamentally opposed. Others are quite cool with people having their own interpretations, to the extent they’re reluctant to spell out the truth behind a song. To their way of thinking it increases the chance a tune will resonate with a listener if they’re allowed to create their own stories, even if it doesn’t match the lyrics. That’s all worth knowing right at the start: that your locked-in, rock-solid ideas of the subject matter of the songs that appear in the following pages may well be completely wrong, so don’t be disappointed.

Something else worth knowing is that the songs on this list are all old: the newest song is 2011’s ‘Somebody That I Used To Know’ by Gotye. There’s a good reason why nothing new and hip and what the kids are listening to today are included here: by their very nature, iconic songs need the passage of time to be considered iconic. A song needs to show it can stand the test of time, that it can still be hanging around decades later. Five to 10 years isn’t long enough to realise which songs resonated with us and which ones haven’t.

If you do the maths, that means the vast bulk of these tunes came out in the last century, which goes some way to explaining a relative lack of female and First Nations artists: the Australian music scene then wasn’t really blessed with a huge amount of diversity. If you weren’t white and male you’d be pushing it uphill to get anywhere. Thank Christ that’s changed. If someone else writes a book like this 20 years from now the list will be way more diverse.

Speaking of lists, any time a list is created that ranks anything it’s a certainty someone else will complain about why Thing X wasn’t ranked higher or how come Thing Y missed out altogether. It therefore needs to be said that any ranking will always be arbitrary. A range of factors came into play when working out who would make the cut. Each artist could only appear once, so the top 40 didn’t end up being clogged with Cold Chisel or AC/DC. Also, each song on the list had to pass the sing test, whereby you read the song title and, without a conscious decision on your part, you start singing the song in your head. Even if you don’t like the band, an iconic song is one you’ve been exposed to so many times over the years: from radio stations to commercial jingles to the music that’s piped into the supermarket while you push a trolley with wonky wheels around.

There were also other, more serious, deliberations. For instance, I felt a need to ensure both female and First Nations artists were represented in the top 10. And don’t go on about that being woke: ‘I Touch Myself’ and ‘Treaty’ both deserve to be in the top 10, but so did a lot of other songs. Daryl Braithwaite’s ‘The Horses’ was in the top 10 only to miss out right as I was putting the finishing touches on the book. The list isn’t made up of songs I like, either: ‘Eagle Rock’ is one of the most annoying songs ever written by an Australian yet it made the cut, although I refused to listen to it while writing that chapter.

Likewise, people can make a case for any number of artists who should have made the cut. Should Olivia Newton-John have got a spot for ‘Physical’? Yeah, probably, and as much as I dislike Air Supply (though to be honest that dislike is more muted the older I get), the tall blond and the dude with the afro wouldn’t have been out of place in the top 40 either. Little River Band, Savage Garden, The Saints, Russell Morris, Rose Tattoo, Billy Thorpe, Slim Dusty – you could create a top 40 of artists who didn’t get a look-in here.

While the title of this book includes the word ‘rock’, eagle-eyed music fans will notice that some of the 40 songs don’t quite fit that description. Take Joe Dolce’s ‘Shaddup You Face’: people have used all sorts of words to describe that song, some of which have been unkind, but no one would call it ‘rock’. That song and a number of others have made the cut because of their significance to Australian music. Also, how can you have a book about the country’s greatest songs and not include Kylie?

In the end, it should be about celebrating the great Australian music that does feature rather than bemoaning what missed out. If you do that, chances are you’ll pull out the old vinyl – or flick on Spotify – and give some of these classics a listen. If you’re going with the second option, I’ve helped you out a bit: search for ‘Aussie Rock Anthems – The Playlist’ to hear all 40 songs in order. [image: ]
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The struggling musician knew there was something special about this weird, eclectic band from the other side of the world – so special that he brought Hunters & Collectors’ first album along to the show to try to get it autographed. How he managed to get hold of it is anyone’s guess; it’s not like the Hunnas were a big deal in the United States in 1983.

It was a student gig in a San Diego club, and singer Mark Seymour remembered the band wasn’t in the best mental space. A few members had quit, and it looked as though things might be about to break apart. ‘The security guy knocks on the door and says there’s this bloke outside that wants you to sign a record,’ Seymour said. ‘I was not really interested, but I went out, and it was a student gig so there were a lot of kids there.

‘So a kid was there holding a record and said he was a big fan and asked if I could sign a record; pre [The] Jaws of Life, I think it was the first album. The album goes right around, everyone in the band signs it, I pass it back to him not knowing who it was and years later the rest is history.’

That guy was Eddie Vedder, later to make it big as the lead singer of Pearl Jam. He had a thing for Australian music, also being a fan of The Angels and Split Enz. He went on to cover ‘Throw Your Arms Around Me’, both with Pearl Jam and with Neil Finn for a Hunters & Collectors tribute album.

When he knocked on the stage door to get a few signatures, Hunters & Collectors were a very different beast to what they became with the iconic ‘Throw Your Arms Around Me’. The band formed in 1981 out of the ashes of two other acts, The Jetsonnes and a perverse cover band called The Schnorts. The hybrid was a little bit weird: original member Greg Perano discovered a hot-water cylinder in the back yard of a house he used to live in, dragged it out in the light and took it to a band rehearsal. It became known as ‘The Wang’, for the noise it made when percussionist Perano whacked it with a lump of metal.

[image: Image]

There were a lot of people in the band, never any fewer than seven. When trumpeter Jack Howard turned up at a gig with a recording of a brass accompaniment to their song ‘Talking To A Stranger’ and handed it to Seymour, the Hunters soon added a brass section. Then there was the sound guy and artist Robert Miles, who was also part of the band and even appeared in album cover photos.

To further complicate matters, all decisions were only ever reached by a majority vote, usually after long, dragged-out meetings. Songwriting was credited to all band members, regardless of how much various people contributed. Finally, there was also the issue of finances: having to split any cash at least seven ways was never going to result in making anyone rich. However, the upside to having so many members was that some of them had useful qualifications. Drummer Doug Falconer was a doctor, trombonist Michael Waters an accountant and bassist John Archer an engineer with a penchant for building big PA systems.

The band’s music and image – well, that was weird too, which is to be expected if you have a water-cylinder player in the band. Sonically, it was loud, pounding, art school– and Talking Heads–inspired. Visually, the oddness of the band is on display in the video for ‘Talking To A Stranger’: amid the spooky, apocalyptic scenes is Seymour singing with rubber bands wrapped around his head and disfiguring his features.

When you’re a band in the late 1970s and early 1980s and you had an artistic bent you were beholden to go to Britain, because Australia was a cultural backwater that didn’t know good music. So the band went to the UK, and it didn’t go well at all. ‘They literally came back with their tails very firmly between their legs. It was a disaster,’ band manager Michael Roberts said. ‘A slightly different set of circumstances and the band could quite easily have finished.’

While in Europe the band recorded a second arty-themed album, The Fireman’s Curse. It didn’t capture much attention in Australia and, at the same time, caused their UK label to drop them. Perano, too, felt he’d had enough, and the band dissolved for a while before reforming to create 1984’s The Jaws of Life. The arty side had been stripped away in preference for more of a rock feel, but it didn’t see the band any steps up the ladder of success.

The band, as was their habit, had quite a few meetings to decide what to do next. At one of them, the subject of changing their style to get played on the radio and maybe having a few hit singles came up. ‘I remember having a meeting at the Standard Hotel and talking to them, saying we have to make a commercial record,’ Seymour said. ‘And I remember consciously thinking, “I want to write pop songs.” We gradually came round to realising that whatever kudos we had when we first started in the beginning of the 1980s, it was well and truly gone.’

If the band was to continue something had to change: the seven members couldn’t keep going on recording albums that didn’t sell. ‘We made a conscious decision that we had to move beyond the inner suburbs if we were going to survive financially,’ Roberts said. ‘In terms of sustaining such a large group of people, you had to move out and play in the suburbs. That’s a different beast altogether.’

That motivation inspired the video for the first single off what would be the Human Frailty album, ‘Say Goodbye’. ‘Mark with his head in the bonnet of a V8 was much more closely associated with the suburbs than it was with the inner city,’ Roberts said.

The song that drove the band in this new direction was ‘Throw Your Arms Around Me’, which had first been released as a single back in November 1984 and which was re-recorded for Human Frailty. It was a song the band recorded at least four times in its career, because they could never manage to capture a definitive version on tape. Where the song thrives is in a live situation, where it gets stripped back to as few instruments as possible and resists the urge to add in sounds that can happen in the studio.

‘Our manager got incredibly excited about it,’ Seymour said. ‘He could see the commercial mileage in it so he pushed us to record it again. One time we played it at the Palace Hotel to about 2000 people, who just went off. We finally got it right, so we recorded it again.’

The song was a bit of a left turn for the band, which had never before had Seymour present them with such an emotionally naked song. ‘When Mark brought in the lyric for “Throw Your Arms Around Me” it was the first straight-up love song he’d ever written,’ band drummer Falconer said. ‘There were plenty of other songs before that which were developed out of relationships, but they weren’t directly person-to-person love songs. It was quite a milestone as far as the band was concerned.’

[image: Image]

Seymour remembered the song coming during a ‘really emotionally switched-on period’ in his life, when he was pulling in inspiration from what was happening around him. That was largely a woman called May, who he was in love with. They spent plenty of time in his bedsit over Leo’s Spaghetti Bar in St Kilda doing what lovers do, and when she wasn’t there he was writing about her.

‘I wrote virtually all of the lyrics on Human Frailty about my relationship with her,’ Seymour said. ‘She was a Van Morrison freak and that’s when I discovered Van Morrison. She’d go off to work and I’d sit in the bungalow and listen to Van Morrison, exploring the idea of romance in music, which is something I’d never been that interested in. I’d become excited about music in the late 1970s through punk and new wave and romance had very little to do with that kind of music.’

The whole experience was a light-bulb moment for Seymour in terms of songwriting. Before then he felt the artistic side was something that had to be separated from yourself, that it had to be located away from whatever you were feeling. While other songwriters learn early on that their emotional life is rife with material for new songs, it obviously took Seymour some time for that penny to drop. ‘The thing I learned from that record, I realised that anything that’s happening to me, anything that’s affecting the way I feel, is what I write about, from that album on,’ he said. ‘Human Frailty was a point of arrival and a point of departure. It affected everything the band did after that as well.’

May was also in the other legendary song from Human Frailty, ‘Say Goodbye’. It wasn’t her who uttered the immortal ‘You don’t make me feel like I’m a woman anymore’ line. There are various opinions on where that came from: Seymour said he heard it through the walls while in the manager’s office (or in that St Kilda bedsit), while trombone player Waters stated it was he who heard the argument and mentioned it to Seymour. However, the woman grinding her finger into someone’s breastbone? Well, that was May.

‘I remember coming home from being away touring and going around to see her,’ Seymour said. ‘She felt that I was taking her for granted. She was sitting on top of me and she’s putting her finger in here [on his breastbone], telling me everything but the line “You don’t make me feel like I’m a woman any more”. I wanted to describe this feeling.’

Back to ‘Throw Your Arms Around Me’. Lyrically, the song creates a delicious sense of anticipation. It’s not a song about what a lover is doing to someone, or has done to someone. It’s about what they will do to them. He will throw his arms around her, he will kiss her in four places (which places they are remain a mystery, but we might be able to guess a few of them), he will shout her name to the blue summer sky. ‘I didn’t think of it as an unusual device at the time,’ Seymour said, ‘but in retrospect, you don’t hear it that often.’

Despite having a revered status in Australian music history the song was never a hit. When it was released as a single in 1984 the highest point it reached on the charts was No. 38. Instead, the lasting popularity of the song was fuelled by word of mouth, and over time that led to others performing it.

Plenty of artists since have covered the song, either on vinyl or live. The list includes Missy Higgins, Doug Anthony All Stars, Luka Bloom and Katie Noonan, and Crowded House at their farewell gig outside the Sydney Opera House in 1996, but none have surpassed the original. That’s in part because the Hunters’ version is so good in its simplicity, especially the vocals. Seymour doesn’t do a whole lot of emoting or hit any dramatic heights while singing, and the way Seymour sings it is such a crucial part of the song.

Seymour has said that part of the reason the Hunters & Collectors’ version works is that he simply plays it straight, letting the natural tone of his voice convey the emotion.

In around 2014 Seymour added a few new verses to the song for live performances in response to a spate of ugly videos posted online in which people verbally abused refugees and migrants:

Oh, whatever world you come from

Yeah, whatever tongue you speak

Well, you can ride my bus any time

I’ll stand by you in defeat.

‘I found them [the videos] incredibly unnerving so I decided to write this verse about “you can ride my bus any time”,’ Seymour said. ‘I wanted to have that verse in there when we did the Hunters revival in 2014. It felt like a good time to do it, to inspire a sense of community when racism seemed to be becoming a burgeoning political problem. People can take it or leave it. I don’t really care whether people like it or not, I just felt like I had to do it.’

Part of the reason ‘Throw Your Arms Around Me’ makes the No. 1 spot here is to redress a historical oversight. In 1989 triple j launched what became the Hottest 100. For the first three years songs from any year were eligible to be nominated, but the yoof station later changed that to avoid having the same top 10 in different orders every year. In the first two years the song finished at No. 2, losing out to Joy Division’s ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’. In the third year it fell to fourth, with Nirvana hogging two of the top three spots. Now, with a No. 1 ranking, an imbalance has been righted.

‘Throw Your Arms Around Me’ wasn’t the only song Hunter & Collectors wrote that became an anthem: another option for this book was their 1992 song ‘Holy Grail’. In terms of chart success it did a little better, reaching No. 20. Sporting competitions grabbed onto the song, equating the ‘Holy Grail’ of the title with whatever cup the teams were fighting for. The Australian Football League in particular loved it so much they used it to plug their finals campaign for several years.

While in hindsight the idea the song might be appropriated for a sporting context isn’t all that surprising, ‘Holy Grail’ has nothing at all to do with footy. It’s about the Napoleonic Wars. ‘With the lyrics, I’d been reading a Jeanette Winterson novel, The Passion,’ Seymour remembered. ‘It was a story about Napoleon’s chef when he invaded Russia. The army was destroyed by the weather. It’s a story about survival. It’s a really powerful book, and somehow I drew this analogy between the idea of this guy managing to survive this incredible ordeal and Hunters & Collectors making this excruciating record.’

A more odious appropriation happened in 2015 when protest group Reclaim Australia started playing the song at anti-Muslim rallies across the country. Seymour was not impressed with that at all. ‘Let me be clear: Reclaim Australia is a racist organisation,’ he wrote on Facebook. ‘We stand together with refugees and asylum seekers the world over. We are opposed to bigotry, race hate and fascism. Reclaim Australia has no place in Australian society.’

Well said. [image: ]
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In 1968 the North Vietnamese Army laid siege to a military base at Khe Sanh. The defenders noticed the North Vietnamese had been moving forces into the area and chose to bolster their own numbers at the base. They added 1000 troops, taking the total to around 6000 at the base, but that was never going to be enough given the enemy was amassing up to 20,000 soldiers.

The siege went on for five long months, with the defenders calling in bombing raids on the enemy. Back home, civilians closely followed news of the defence of Khe Sanh. As is the nature of military commanders, after telling soldiers to stay there and defend the base, in June they changed their minds and decided on an evacuation. The defenders left, taking what they could and destroying the rest so it didn’t fall into enemy hands, and were flown out. Ultimately, 274 defenders lost their lives, with 2500 wounded, and thousands of North Vietnamese soldiers were killed. The leaders’ orders to hold a base for so long only to decide to suddenly cut and run made those back at home question why they were even in Vietnam in the first place, and whether soldiers were paying too high a price in deaths and casualties. However, it was never an Australian battle: those defenders at Khe Sanh were US Marines commanded by General William Westmoreland, whose strategy was to try and starve the enemy of food and supplies. It didn’t work.

That no Australians were there does seem to pose a bit of a problem for Cold Chisel and its songwriter Don Walker. He wrote the song after hearing a musician onstage dedicate a song to this place called Khe Sanh. As writers do, the words caught his attention so he put them in his notebook, until he gradually worked a song around the name – which probably wasn’t too hard as the phrase only appears once in the song, in the first line.

At first the historical inaccuracy wasn’t anything to worry about, because Walker figured no one would ever see the lyrics. Chisel had been playing it around the traps for a while but had no record deal, and no record deal equals no lyric sheet in an album… and no one seeing Walker’s words about a returned Vietnam vet struggling with what we now recognise as post-traumatic stress disorder. ‘There was no possibility that anyone would see these lyrics, let alone sing them,’ Walker said. ‘We were still several years shy of a record contract, and all indications from the Australian music industry were that we would never ever get a record contract or get to make a record.’

[image: Image]

Then, finally, someone decided to take a punt on this wild band that every other label had passed on, and suddenly they had a deal. With ‘Khe Sanh’ recognised as one of the band’s more popular songs in their live show, it had to appear on their debut, self-titled album in 1978. That meant people would be able to read the lyrics and hear Jim Barnes’s vocals clearly, and the jig would be up for Walker. ‘By that stage it worried me a great deal because I thought I was going to get laughed at, and it would have been justified,’ Walker said. ‘It didn’t happen, [but] it doesn’t worry me now. The only important audience in this are veterans, and I know that the song, as far as I have heard, resonates with veterans and I never heard a complaint about the historical inaccuracy of the song.’

One simple solution would have been to change the title to ‘Long Tan’, an Australian Vietnam war battle. It even has the same number of syllables, meaning it wouldn’t seem shoehorned into the first line of the song. It was an idea ex-Redgum singer John Schumann later came up with, though not before he checked with Walker first. ‘He rang me up one day a long time ago and asked if I minded if he did that,’ Walker remembered. ‘I said not only was it absolutely okay with me but “Good on you.” ’

The song, though it is not as rowdy as much of Cold Chisel’s catalogue, has very much become an anthem, sung by suburban cover bands, requested by drunken wags at the back of pubs in Australia, played on FM radio and pushed through stadium speakers at sporting events. A couple of Walker’s mates once texted him from the cricket world cup in London to say it was blaring out at Lords.

Despite or perhaps because of its ubiquity in Australian culture, Walker no longer recognises it as something he wrote. ‘If I hear “Khe Sanh” on the radio or if I hear a bunch of people singing it, which I can quite often do anonymously, it never crosses my mind that they’re singing my song,’ Walker said. ‘I don’t think about that at all. It’s like another entity out there.’

That the five guys in Cold Chisel ever got together is something that suggests the involvement of destiny. While the band formed in Adelaide, only bassist Phil Small hailed from that city. Walker was born in North Queensland and grew up in the New South Wales town of Grafton. Ian Moss came from Alice Springs, Jim Barnes was born in Glasgow and drummer Steve Prestwich grew up in Liverpool. Over time, all five of them ended up in Adelaide as though it was destiny.

The genesis of the band happened when Walker and Moss met up at a jam session where Yes and Pink Floyd were the choice of music. During a break they found a shared preference for the blues. The pair answered an ad placed by bassist Les Kaczmarek to join his band Orange in 1973. The talented Moss was a walk-up starter, but Kaczmarek was a keyboard player so he wasn’t sure about Walker – that is, until he heard how the two new guys played together.
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Soon after joining Walker had issues with the drummer, so he was replaced with Prestwich via an audition. Their first choice as singer was John Swan, but as he didn’t want to play with a bunch of kids he recommended his younger brother Jim. (The different surnames have caused people to think they are step-brothers, but they’re not. John kept his father’s name when their parents split up, while Jim and his other siblings took on the surname of their mum’s new husband.) Barnes joined, but left the band several times before they became big in Australia.

In the early days the band decided the name Orange was a bit crap and changed it to Cold Chisel, the name of an early Walker song. They didn’t like that new name much either but figured it would do for the time being, and by the time they thought about changing it again the band was already known around the traps of Sydney. Adopting something else was out of the question, but that was a few years in the future.

In 1973 they were a band interested in playing some originals in a town where everyone played covers. A year later Walker ditched his defence department job, a gig he’d got when he accepted a cadetship while studying maths and physics at uni, for a year’s postgraduate study at the University of New England in New South Wales majoring in quantum mechanics. He told the band he’d have no time for playing music, but in an early show of solidarity they packed up and followed him, staying in a farmhouse in the New England town of Kentucky.
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