

[image: Cover Image]





[image: image]




[image: image]

Stuart Coupe is a music journalist, one-time band manager and now runs his own independent record label, Laughing Outlaw Records. He’s been involved in the music industry all his life. He wrote The Promoters in 2003 and has contributed to many magazines and newspapers.


For my Mum and Dad – Pat and David Coupe – who eventually worked out why ‘Friday On My Mind’ by The Easybeats mattered to me then – and now.

And for Ian ‘Smithy’ Smith and John Pinder – two fellow travellers on this crazy journey who I wish could have read these pages.
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PREFACE

‘What’s this I hear about you writing a book about me?’ bellowed Michael Gudinski when I picked up the phone in the early part of 2014. ‘You know I don’t want a book … but I gotta tell you, it’s a good day – the Stones are back on.’

The world of Michael Gudinski is a tangential one. He can and does think of a dozen things at once, the thoughts jumbling into a torrent of words. Following him, as you get to know him, is a learnt art. Talk of a Rolling Stones tour will effortlessly – and inexplicably – segue into discussions about the St Kilda football team, the state of Australian radio, a bunch of new releases, other tours, some music industry gossip, a reference to a conversation that may have occurred six months earlier, allusions to some new venture or idea, and then, again seemingly effortlessly, loop back to the Rolling Stones tour.

This is the book Gudinski has never wanted. The book he says he’s turned down dozens and dozens of proposals (and a lot of money) to write.

For years I’ve told Gudinski there should – hell, needs to – be a book-length documentation of his extraordinary career, one that has seen his fingerprints all over four decades of Australian popular music. He is unquestionably the most powerful and influential figure in this country’s music industry.

In all honesty I’m still not sure why he hasn’t wanted a book written about him. But he hasn’t. It’s not like Gudinski shuns the spotlight – a quick Google throws up hundreds of references to him – but there are surprisingly few in-depth interviews.

‘Of course he’ll be uncomfortable with you writing a book,’ one associate commented. ‘He can’t control it. He likes to control things.’

Initially Gudinski did try to control this book and despite the two of us being friends, doing business with each other and existing in similar orbits since the early 1980s, I think he was hoping that I and this project would just disappear. Naturally, pretty much everyone I approached asked if the book was authorised. And I had to honestly say that it wasn’t. These people then called Gudinski to see how he felt about them talking to me. He told them again that he didn’t want a book, wasn’t happy about what I was doing and to do nothing.

Then I approached long-time Mushroom Records staffer Michelle Higgins, and her response both summed up everything and changed the course of the project.

‘I’m not going to check with him – I’ll talk to you,’ she said. ‘This is too important a story not to be told.’

Higgins is highly respected in the annals of Mushroom Records and her consent to talk opened countless doors including – eventually – that of Gudinski himself, who finally realised that this book wasn’t going away.

Somewhat reluctantly, it must be said, Gudinski gave his approval for me to approach and talk to some people in his inner circle for a number of interviews. Once we’d moved into the acceptance phase he put very few impediments in my way – beyond constantly reminding me that he really didn’t want a book written about him.

Dealing with him over the year and a half I worked on this book was frequently frustrating and quickly reached a point where I’d just roll my eyes when his astonishingly patient and organised assistant, Vanessa Langley, called to say, ‘Michael says he’ll call you tomorrow.’ There were times when I joked to friends that I should be (with apologies to Samuel Beckett) calling this book Waiting For Godot.

But when I was in his orbit Gudinski was open and prepared to discuss pretty much any subject. Our conversations involved him being forceful, opinionated, passionate, extremely funny and charismatically engaging.

I like Gudinski. A lot. It’s hard not to if he likes you and you’re in his world. Not surprisingly he is a divisive figure. Everyone has an opinion about him. A lot of people are jealous of him. Others blame him for either their musical or business careers not becoming what they’d expected. But very few don’t respect him. He’s blazed a very big trail and there have been casualties.

And there are stories. It seems everyone has a Gudinski story. Some are inspirational. Some hysterical. Some unprintable. Others blatantly untrue. A lot of them are in these pages.

This book is an attempt to capture the essence of Gudinski – who he is, why he does what he does and what in fact he has done. It is not a history of Mushroom Records, nor is it a history of the Frontier Touring Company or any of the other multiple business interests he has.

If I’ve at least partially succeeded, this is a whirlwind, in-your-face, blustery, energetic and passionate look at the life and career of a man who is all those things and more.

I’ve tried for accuracy and honesty. It’s my version of Gudinski and often that means my viewpoint and that of some others and his differ on certain people and incidents. It’s to his credit that he’s let me roll with my interpretation of events in this unauthorised biography.

I won’t pretend it hasn’t been a fun and fascinating journey despite frequently wanting to scream as another meeting or conversation time was changed.

In some ways it was summed up when, literally days before this book went to the printers, my phone beeped at one in the morning.

It was Gudinski with a long text (bearing in mind Gudinski rarely texts and when he does it’s haltingly and with one finger) as he was looking at page proofs. In it, he ranged variously through some of the main players in the book, a forthcoming Sam Smith tour, the current state of Frontier Touring, the game earlier that day between St Kilda and Hawthorn, the Chopper movie, Mushroom Pictures, his daughter getting the rights to an Elliott Smith documentary and a few other observations about life’n’times.

He called the next morning: ‘Mate, have you seen the Queen’s Birthday honours list – Archie Roach is almost the whole of the front page of The Age … I mean, there’s things about Mushroom that I’m so proud of … look, I’m just watching the NBL with Matt … do you know there’s an Australian in each of the teams and one just scored a goal for Cleveland … and how’s this line up – Ed Sheeran, Sam Smith and Taylor Swift … we’ve got them all playing on the same night in different cities in November …’

With Michael Gudinski there is no off button. And he wouldn’t have it any other way.


PROLOGUE

NEVER EVER LET THEM CANCEL

‘You can never – ever – let them cancel – postpone, yes, but never cancel.’

That’s the only thought going through Michael Gudinski’s mind.

It’s approaching 2 am Perth time, Wednesday 19 March 2014. In his room at the Hyatt Regency in Perth, Gudinski is beside himself. Angry. Frustrated. Feeling helpless and powerless.

Gudinski knows about stress and pressure. It’s what he thrives on. What drives him. That is, unless it gets out of his control. Gudinski doesn’t like situations he can’t control. This is one of those situations.

The Rolling Stones landed in Perth 48 hours earlier – and now are minutes away from cancelling the tour and leaving the country.

The tour is budgeted to gross $52 million over six concerts (and eventually does). So tight are the Stones deals that a promoter can lose millions of dollars if even a tiny percentage of the venues don’t totally sell out. Gudinski – like any promoter – doesn’t want to think about the consequences of even one show being postponed or cancelled, let alone a whole tour.

The Rolling Stones had arrived in Perth, stepping off their private, customised Boeing 767 late on the night of Sunday 16 March. They’d posed for a few media photographs before departing for their hotel.

On the Monday things had been as routine as they can be on a Stones tour. They travel with a large entourage, and their party of 117 immediate staff is augmented by several dozen key Australian figures plus hundreds of workers employed in each city the band will play. Each Stones band member has their own manager. And each manager has an executive assistant, and assistant.

There are several hundred people on the road. Carpenters, who report to the head carpenter. There is someone in charge of pyrotechnics. There’s a logistics director. There’s tour accountants, road managers, a chief make-up and hair artist, wardrobe head, physiotherapist, digital media head … it goes on and on.

They have to be flown to Australia, put in hotels and travel constantly with the band. All at Gudinski’s and AEG’s expense.

Two stages had been brought to Australia in 52 shipping containers. The Stones play on their stage. And while one is being used in one city, another is being constructed in the next. Over 50 huge semi-trailers transport equipment between venues. Even before the Perth concert, the stage for the show in Adelaide has already been constructed – and on this tour, production crews are busy assembling the stage for the huge outdoor show at Hanging Rock in Victoria scheduled for eleven days after Perth.

The Stones leave absolutely nothing to chance. With them it’s all about maintaining their reputation as The Greatest Rock’n’Roll Band in the World.

Stones World doesn’t need Gudinski. Most of the Stones tour party don’t even know who he is. To them he’s a local contractor hired to do a job. Gudinski is OK with that. He’s promoting the Rolling Stones. He didn’t think it could get any better than promoting Bruce Springsteen & The E Street Band a few weeks earlier. He doubts it can, but you never know.

Gudinski’s preoccupied with making sure everything is running smoothly. He’s as relaxed as anyone ever gets touring the Rolling Stones – which is not very relaxed. Gudinski has rarely risked this amount of money before.

•

On the Monday night Mick Jagger goes out to dinner. It’s a late one, almost midnight when he’s interrupted with the devastating news that his long-term partner L’Wren Scott has been discovered dead. He’s told it’s a suicide.

Only the people very very close to Jagger are told what has happened.

Gudinski is in his hotel room watching TV. It’s approaching 2 am. A banner starts rolling across the bottom of the screen. ‘Mick Jagger’s long-term …’ Gudinski looks again. ‘Are you fucking kiddin’ me,’ he yells at the television. Gudinski looks at a bottle of Scotch in his room. He unscrews the top. As he is about to pour a big glass he looks at the wristband he’s worn on his left wrist since a major health scare a few years earlier. There are three words printed on it: Don’t Fuck Up. He puts the Scotch aside.

This wasn’t on Gudinski’s list of things that might go wrong. He can’t sleep. He chews his fingernails even more ferociously than usual. He paces. Constantly paces. Looks at the phone. Yells. He calls Reegan Stark, the publicity and promotions director of the Mushroom Group in Melbourne and fills her in. There’s not much more he can do till the new day breaks.

By early morning on Tuesday, 18 March the tragic death of Scott is global news. Media are assembled outside the hotel. Gudinski talks to Paul Gongaware of AEG Live, the huge conglomerate that is the overall promoter for the Rolling Stones tour. Gongaware is tour director for the Stones on the road, and is in Perth.

Gudinski has a tense discussion with Frontier’s financial controller Philip Jacobsen and other key people. What’s the deal with insurance? How many millions of dollars are they looking at losing here? Can they minimise any losses? What the fuck can they do? What the fuck do they do now? Right now. There’s a show scheduled in two days – absolutely everything is in place for a national tour. The ripple effect of any changes will impact on hundreds – maybe thousands – of people employed to do work associated with this tour.

In the middle of the morning, with no word coming from Camp Stones, Gudinski is told to at least continue with the set-up for Wednesday night. What else can he do? Keep assembling the stage, fine-tuning security, backstage, catering … business as usual.

At 5.20 pm Gongaware tells Gudinski that the Perth concert is not going ahead. Suddenly, everything looks bad for the whole tour.

The impetus for the tour was a concert to open the revamped Adelaide Oval. The South Australian government had guaranteed Gudinski free use of the venue and a substantial fee if he could deliver the Rolling Stones. This concert, with over 50,000 tickets sold, is three nights after Perth. The Adelaide connections are desperately pleading for at least that performance to go ahead. The Stones camp aren’t saying anything beyond the fact that the band won’t perform in Perth.

Gudinski knows that this tour can’t be cancelled. Under no circumstances. There’s a very big difference between the words ‘cancelled’ and ‘postponed’. He knows that when a promoter says ‘cancelled’, everyone automatically gets a ticket refund. The tour machine grinds to a halt. It’s over. Finished. He talks to Gongaware repeatedly but he knows nothing definite either. All they can do is wait. And wait.

Throughout this, Gudinski works through scenarios. Can the tour be moved a week to allow Jagger to fly back for the funeral and then return? Can it be moved a month? Two months? He scribbles on notebooks and pieces of paper. Staff are calling venues and checking on availabilities and reporting back. He’s in a holding pattern but not wasting a second. He needs to be prepared for any eventuality. Gudinski is on fire. It’s a weird combination of panic, determination and foreboding. When will there be news? The silence from the Stones and their management is unnerving.

The hours drag on. The media are going crazy. Gudinski has his office change the name he’s booked into the hotel under so he’s not inundated with calls. Media have descended on the Hyatt Regency. Every exit is covered. The airport is staked out.

Gudinski bunkers down. Doesn’t go out. He knows any comment from him will potentially upset the Stones camp. He doesn’t need that.

Jane Rose, the long-time manager of Keith Richards, calls and invites Gudinski to a function for the guitarist’s daughter’s birthday. Amid the chaos and uncertainty, the rest of the Stones’ inner sanctum do their best to operate as normally as possible given these circumstances. Gudinski politely declines. He can’t face it. The stress is too much.

Meanwhile, the Stones and their minders are locked in discussions. The decision is made to cancel the tour and plans are put in place for the band members to leave the country. But no one tells Gudinski what is happening.

Tuesday night arrives and there’s still no movement. This is starting to creep Gudinski out, big time.

Hours roll on. Inside Gudinski’s suite the work rate is frenetic. Every possibility is being canvassed. It’s after midnight. The phone rings. For the hundredth time that day. This time it’s Reegan Stark. She’d been asleep in Melbourne before being rung by the media and marketing liaison person travelling with the Stones, alerting her to the contents of the press release about to go out.

The press release had been sent to the Frontier office in Melbourne via the Stones’ office in the UK and, given the time difference, they wanted to know it had been received – and digested – considering that all hell would break loose when the Stones’ decision was made public.

It’s 3.30 am in Melbourne. She tells Gudinski she’s heard that within ten minutes the Rolling Stones’ office will put out the press release announcing the cancellation of the band’s 2014 Australian tour.

Gudinski repeats the same five words. Never. Ever. Let. Them. Cancel.

The press release must not go out. Under any circumstances. Gudinski picks up the phone and dials another room in the hotel.

The wait seems interminable. Gudinski explodes. ‘Paul, what the fuck …’ he yells down the line.

With Gongaware hanging on the line, Gudinski has Stark send him the proposed announcement from the Stones – Gongaware hadn’t even seen it. The Stones don’t need to explain themselves, even to their global promoters.

Slightly calmer now, Gudinski tells Gongaware that the Stones have to announce a postponement, to allow time for arrangements to be potentially restructured. They just can’t cancel now.

It’s a short conversation. Maybe three minutes. Gudinski reminds Gongaware that a cancelled tour never comes back. He stresses how much money he – and AEG and the Stones – will drop. He questions whether insurance will cover what’s just gone down. He implores Gongaware to buy more time so that he – Michael Gudinski – can put in place a new run of dates. He knows he can do it. And he knows he can do it fast. And better than anyone. He has that self-belief. Now he needs Gongaware to totally believe him and sell this to the Stones’ management. Gudinski is at his most convincing. At this point he could have Gongaware believing the earth is flat. This is Gudinski in full flight.

Gongaware tells Gudinski he’s right. It should be a postponement. He puts down the phone to call Rolling Stones’ business manager Joyce Smyth, and the band’s longstanding UK publicist, Bernard Doherty, both in London.

Gudinski paces. He’s aware that the next few minutes are beyond critical. Things are out of his control. There is no telling how the Stones camp will react to the suggestion that they change their plans. This is the Rolling Stones, after all. They’re not used to being told they might have made the wrong call.

A few minutes later the phone in Gudinski’s room rings. It’s Gongaware. The Stones have agreed to announce a tour postponement. Gudinski and Frontier Touring are still in the game.

At 5 am AEDT, Frontier Touring issue a statement announcing the postponement.

Never. Ever. Let. Them. Cancel.

Jagger soon flies out of Australia on a commercial airline that departs from Melbourne. The other band members and key figures drift back across the globe. But Gudinski has his postponement. That’s one thing sorted. The next is to get the tour back on track.

What were he and Frontier staring at, loss-wise, if that hadn’t happened? ‘Millions mate, millions,’ he says, reclining on the couch in his office in May 2015. ‘And they would have lost millions too.’

Gudinski had thought those losses would be covered by his insurance. The Rolling Stones had thought their insurance would cover their losses. But there’s no precedent for an event like this – even in the colourful and unpredictable careers of both the Rolling Stones and Gudinski. The respective insurers said things that made all parties uncomfortable, suggesting that cancellation because of a suicide mightn’t be covered by the policies.

•

The immediate ripple effect of any tour delay is enormous. All the equipment has to be returned, venues cancelled, hotels unbooked, caterers, security staff … contract staff laid off, tickets refunded. What happens to tens of thousands of T-shirts and other merchandise specifically manufactured for this tour with dates and venues emblazoned on them? There is as much work in a tour postponement or cancellation as there is in an actual tour. The main difference is that the outgoing costs are enormous and there’s no money coming in. Gudinski has to get this tour back on track.

With AEG, Gudinski and his key Frontier partner Frank Stivala, long-term lieutenants Gerard Schlaghecke and Michael Harrison and financial adviser Jacobsen set about sorting out a solution. The tour has to go back on. Adelaide is key as the South Australian government is donating the venue. The first possible date is 18 October at the end of the football season, and no later than the twenty-fifth, when the oval is scheduled to be used for cricket.

The proposed new run of dates is presented to the Stones’ management, via AEG. Gudinski has done this quickly. Impressively quickly. In a matter of days. He’s firing. On the ball. He wants this tour back on. Badly.

But there is Gudinski time and there is Rolling Stones time. His moves faster than theirs. Almost a fortnight goes by and there’s no news. What the fuck is going on? He’s starting to get a bad feeling. Despite this uncertainty, refund requests are minimal. The audience is holding strong, still expecting, still hoping that new dates will be announced.

In the midst of this seemingly endless waiting game Gudinski’s wife, Sue, calls one morning early in April to let him know that Keith Richards’ daughter is going to be interviewed on the Today show.

Gudinski turns on the TV and hears Alexandra Richards being asked about whether her father and his mates are coming back to Australia. She says that she’s not meant to say anything but it looks like they’re coming back in October.

Gudinski punches the air. He yells. ‘Fuck me drunk, we’re looking good here!’

Gudinski calls AEG to try and confirm if this is in fact true and his chest pumps with adrenaline and excitement when he hears from the more official channels that the tour is back on. But there’s now a lot of work to do. Everything – from the minutest detail up – must start again.

On Tuesday, 15 April 2014 at 1.10 pm it is officially announced that the Rolling Stones’ Australian and New Zealand tour is back on for October and November.

So in October the Stones arrive. This time they’re not matchfit after a break from shows. They rehearse for ten days in a film studio in Adelaide.

The Stones get an unheard-of 52,000 crowd in Adelaide, and kill it in Perth. Melbourne sells out. It’s a Stones tour in full, totally organised mode. Gudinski’s pulled it off. Bring on Hanging Rock.

Gudinski’s phone starts ringing at 6.05 am on Friday, 8 November, the day before the show. He knows that nothing good comes from 6 am phone calls.

It’s the news that Jagger’s voice, which was showing some signs of wear and tear at Rod Laver Arena two nights earlier, has deteriorated. Gudinski wonders why this is happening. Jagger may still act like he’s a teenager, but he’s now 71. He can’t keep up both the lifestyle and the performance schedule. The Stones are cancelling Hanging Rock.

Gudinski can’t take it. This is fucked. Totally fucked. He deals with the barrage of the day. Dozens of calls. Refunds. Meetings. Abusive posting on social networks. It’s chaos. It’s a mess. That night he looks at his wristband. He ignores the word ‘Don’t’ on it and gets totally pissed. He needs a release.

The following Saturday the Stones play the Hunter Valley. It’s a great show. Gudinski is deflated. All he can think about is how great Hanging Rock would have been. He travels to Brisbane then on to Auckland.

Gudinski has very little engagement with the Stones themselves. His wife hangs out with the smokers in the camp but it’s not until a party after the concert in Adelaide that she introduces Gudinski to Keith Richards.

‘Are you Mr Promoter,’ he laughs. Richards refers to Sue as Mrs Promoter.

After the concert in Sydney, Gudinski gets to spend more time with Richards. He goes with friends to the Caffe Roma restaurant in Sydney’s Kings Cross. By coincidence Richards is dining there in a secured area. Hearing that Gudinski is there, he invites the promoter in for what becomes a friendly chat.

But by the time the whole run of Australian dates has finished Gudinski still hasn’t met Jagger. He’s just the guy making sure a $52 million tour goes smoothly.

And then, just an hour prior to the last show on the tour, Gudinski is wandering around backstage in Auckland when word comes to him that Mick Jagger would like to see him. Up to this point, Gudinski has not spoken to the singer on the whole tour. Prior to this, Gudinski had had no contact with the other Stones aside from the few exchanges with Keith Richards and chats with Ron Wood and Charlie Watts. The Stones keep very much to themselves, socialising only with those they know and trust.

Gudinski is ushered in to see Jagger. They spend no more than ten minutes chatting. Jagger thanks him for everything he’s done and compliments him on how well he handled everything.

Gudinski and Sue are allowed to pose for a happy snap with Jagger and the other Stones. He’s just put multiple millions of dollars on the line for their Australasian tour. The least they can do is a happy snap.

After the chat with Jagger, the other band members are hastily assembled and the Gudinskis are told where to stand in relation to each member (it’s that regimented) and the photographer clicks away for ten seconds. Gudinski has to sign a release saying that he won’t use the photo anywhere without the permission of the Stones’ management. The photos are taken away so that each Stone can be sure they’re happy with their appearance and a few weeks later a sanctioned photo is sent to Gudinski. It’s not in this book. Gudinski didn’t think he needed the hassle of going through the whole rigmarole of asking for their approval.

Would he tour the Stones again? He doesn’t think they’ll ever return to Australia but says he’ll be disappointed if they do and he’s not the promoter.

And did he and Frontier make money on the tour?

‘We didn’t make a fortune, but I’m certainly not in the club of people who lost money on a Rolling Stones tour,’ Gudinski says. ‘It knocked me around a lot and we didn’t make as much as we should have. But if the tour had been cancelled I’m not sure that it would have ever happened again. Those first three minutes on the phone to Gongaware were crucial. That’s where I really came into my own.’

This is what makes Michael Gudinski the formidable, awe-inspiring – and phenomenally successful – figure he is. His intellect is astonishing, his presence commanding, often frightening and totally persuasive. He has the ability to convince anyone that his way of doing things is in fact the only way to do things.

In those few minutes Gudinski went up against the Stones – and not just an undecided Stones camp but one that had made a decision to cancel their tour. He convinced one of the prime figures at one of the biggest tour promoting companies in the world that his way was the right way, and in doing so managed to present arguments and business acumen that changed the minds of the management of the goddam fucking Rolling Stones.

Welcome to Michael Gudinski World. We just live in it.
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