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Prologue

Cold Chisel are exhausted. After close to two hours they stagger off the stage at Brisbane’s Entertainment Centre. It’s 13 December 2011. The final night of the Light the Nitro national tour which had started in Newcastle exactly two months earlier.

It’s the band’s first tour without drummer Steve Prestwich who passed away in January. Charlie Drayton is sitting in the drummer’s seat.

‘Flame Trees’ rolls into ‘Khe Sanh’ and on to ‘Bow River’. The capacity crowd is in a sweaty frenzy as the band wave and walk offstage. Of course it’s not the end. It’s been a good gig and everyone – audience and band – know that there’ll be more.

While the band wander around backstage, having a quick drink and gathering their breath, there is activity on the stage. The lights are down. The crowd is chanting. ‘Chisel! Chisel! Chisel!’

Onstage the road crew are busy. Very busy. Mischievously busy. They have a plan in motion. A big plan. They are preparing a thank you to the five musicians who they’ve toured with for the past two months – the band they’ve set up gear for night after night, stage after stage, then loaded off from the stage and into trucks and semitrailers and on to the next city and the next gig.

Chisel have a reputation for respecting their road crew. And a road crew that’s treated well is a very, very loyal bunch of people.

There is a long history of crews giving a little gift to the bands they work with on the last night of a tour – if they’ve been treated well. And Chisel have treated these guys well. It’s thank you time.

Earlier in the day while setting up the equipment and stage for the show the crew had removed two six-foot-by-four-foot sections of the stage, and replaced them with Perspex flooring so that everything below these sections of the stage was visible. They’d also gone under the stage and set up some lights.

They knew they had to be careful with end-of-tour hijinks. On a previous tour strippers had appeared onstage at the Sydney Entertainment Centre. These beautifully dressed and adorned creatures had preened and pranced around the stage during Chisel’s encore, at one point turning to the band and bending over provocatively for those in the front rows.

As the strippers disrobed further it became obvious that two of the trio were male, causing some of the audience members to confront their notions of beauty and sexuality.

Not all of Cold Chisel had been happy about this caper. At least one member thought that it was undermining their image as a credible rock’n’roll band.

The Light the Nitro tour crew knew this and didn’t want to open any old wounds so their ‘gift’ was to take place below stage level, visible only to the band members onstage. It had to be funny, and in the great tradition of road crew end-of-tour gifts to a band it had to totally fuck with their heads without completely detracting from the performance.

Cold Chisel have walked offstage. The audience are screaming. With all bar a few lights down, the crew remove the carpet that had covered the Perspex staging. At the same time some figures emerge from a room backstage, and when it is clear that none of the Cold Chisel members are within eyesight, these figures are shown to the area created below the stage. Everything is in place.

The stage lights go up. Cold Chisel walk onstage, waving to the audience and preparing to launch into ‘Saturday Night’, the first song of the encore.

Jimmy Barnes walks to his microphone stand and looks down. He does a double take, blinks in the glare of the stage lighting. He looks down again. Did someone spike his drink during the break? He looks again. And then a massive grin spreads across his face. He’s thinking that this is just what he doesn’t need right at the start of an encore – but that it’s extremely funny. He motions to Ian Moss to wander over. Moss looks down, shakes his head, and they hit the opening chords of the song.

From ‘Saturday Night’ the band move in to ‘Letter To Alan’, their ode to two of their long-serving crew members who had died in a motor vehicle accident. Then it’s ‘Four Walls’, and ‘Goodbye (Astrid Goodbye)’. The band are trying to concentrate on the show at hand, the road crew are in hysterics, all the musicians gravitate to the area around Barnes’s microphone stand, Don Walker peers over his keyboard to check out the action below the stage. The normally unfazable keyboard player is completely distracted.

What the members of Cold Chisel can clearly see are a number of very, very scantily clad women cavorting with each other. Such was the blur of flesh that no one is sure how many women were involved. And this being roadie and musician world, everything is embellished with the telling and retelling. Some say four women. Others say eight. Jimmy Barnes recalls that ‘there was a lot going on’. Ian Moss thinks they were on a bed. There was oil. There was no oil. They were completely naked. They were wearing G-strings. They were having sex. They were embracing suggestively. There were sex toys. There were no sex toys.

The show finishes, the band and their road crew quickly enjoy some backstage laughter and back slapping.

Then the band disappear into the night. The crew start doing what they do every night after a show. Dismantling all the sound equipment and lights and loading it all into trucks. It’ll be a good four hours before their workday is over.

Welcome to the world of the road crew.


Introduction

The famous rock’n’roll performer Tom Petty, who knew a thing or two about the trials, tribulations and rigours of the live music world, once observed: ‘I think the general public has no idea what roadies do. Bless ’em all. I just play the songs. They make the show happen.’

There are thousands of roadies scattered around the globe. You may even know one or two. Even then you probably have only the vaguest idea of what they do. You probably think they set up equipment for musicians and cart it to and from concerts and pubs. And you’d be right – partially.

There’s a little more to it than that. In fact, there’s a lot more.

Yes, roadies generally need to be strong enough to move, position, reposition, pack and unpack usually heavy equipment. But pretty much anyone with biceps and a strong back can do that. What defines the roadie is really the highly skilled, meticulously detailed work that goes with moving and setting up that equipment – and the unpredictable beasts (aka musicians) who accompany it pretty much everywhere. Spot an amplifier, drum kit or guitar case and chances are a musician will turn up sooner or later.

The circumstances of a gig are unpredictable. You have to consider the musicians themselves, the audience, the location, the climate, the power supply – and these are all things that arise at every concert or event.

Roadies know how equipment works. They can plug it in, set it up, and get it working again when it breaks down midshow. They are an ingenious bunch of people. They are problem solvers. Lateral-thinking wizards who don’t understand the concept of something not being possible. Their minds are simply focused on what it will take to make it happen. They have no comprehension that you can’t hang this there, that something doesn’t fit or that it won’t work in this situation. They find a way to get it done.

It doesn’t matter what your musical preferences or your favourite performers are. Going to concerts, gigs, shows and events is usually thrilling. That’s what it’s all about. It’s meant to be life-changing. And often it is.

Imagine walking into a big outdoor concert with 50,000 other people. You walk through the entrance and head towards your seat or ideal standing position with hopes of being transported out of your everyday life to somewhere truly special.

There’s a magnificent stage setting. There are video screens so you can see whatever’s happening onstage even if you’re in the cheap seats. There are huge stacks of sound equipment. There are thousands of lights around the stage, and people perched a hundred feet in the air in little cockpits to operate them. There is a wall of equipment, all finely tuned and ready for show time.

The construction before you is a glittering, sparkling marvel. And – in most cases, anyway – none of it was there a few days before. Over a hundred people will have spent a week building the huge stage, and those same arms and legs will be starting to dismantle it half an hour after the last song is played, while you, exhausted, shuffle out through the venue gates and make your way home. Those roadies and crew people will be working feverishly for hours after you’ve gone to bed, loading trucks and then driving them towards the next concert event.

Every aspect of staging a concert performance is intricate, demanding, highly skilled work. And at any stage of the process there are so many things that can go wrong. The wiring for a big concert looks like an explosion at a spaghetti factory. But backstage there are roadies who know every bit of that tangle of wires and cables. Every metre of it has a function in the overall structure of the two-hour show. And at any point any of it might decide to malfunction. Someone needs to know what to do – and then act quickly – when that happens. That person is a roadie.

When an amplifier splutters and stops – or when smoke starts billowing from the back of it – someone must resuscitate or replace it, fast. That person is a roadie.

When the over-enthusiastic fan next to you drinks his eighteenth beer and decides it’s a really good idea to climb onto the stage and race towards the singer, tripping over cords as he staggers forward, someone has to grab him, get him safely off the stage, and then sort out whatever complications have arisen from the thirty-second rampage. That person is a roadie.

Or when the lead singer decides to throw herself from the stage for an unscheduled crowd surf, still clutching a microphone, someone has to deal with the problems caused by this foray into thousands of fans, all of whom seem intent on grabbing the singer and the microphone. That person is a roadie.

Positioned at various spots around the stage and venue are a variety of highly skilled technicians. One is controlling the sound you hear, another oversees the lighting, others are responsible for each of the musicians onstage, their instruments and amplifiers. If a guitarist needs to change their guitar every second song, there needs to be someone at the side of the stage keeping all the instruments in tune, and knowing exactly when each one is required. That person is a roadie.

And when the performance is over, someone has to dismantle and organise all the bits and pieces that made the magnificent show you’ve just experienced, tightly packing cords and leads into boxes and removing everything from the stage, and loading that equipment into trucks and vans in ways that resemble the intricacies of the logic of a Rubik’s cube. Everything has to go in exactly the right spot – as that’s the way it will be unloaded for the next show. One box at a time. One truck at a time. All happening at once. Then the truck doors are shut tight and those trucks pull out of the backstage area and are dispatched onto highways and freeways, moving on to another town or venue, followed by all those exhausted human beings. Those people are roadies.

The bones of the concert bird will be deposited in the next backstage area in another city or town where the same crew will arrange for the skeleton to be unloaded, unpacked and rebuilt. It could be hours away, or days – or weeks. But the phoenix will rise again. The roadies give it wings. Sometimes people climb mountains just because they are there.

In carnival conditions, it’s hyped-up adrenalin surging bursts of activity. Extreme highs and hard comedowns. It’s addictive. And like any addiction, once you get on, it’s hard to stop. The personal costs – of putting the band, the set-up, the show, above everything else – can be great. Roadies do what they do so that you, the audience, have the best possible experience at a live music event – be that a good old-fashioned beer barn pub or a massive outdoor love festival or concert. If the artist sounds too soft, too loud or too distorted, you’re not going to have a great time. If the sounds and lights aren’t operating properly, you’ll notice. You’ll be disappointed. You’ll feel like you’ve wasted your money.

Good roadies are invisible. The better they do their job at a show, the less you see of them. If you catch sight of a roadie scrabbling across the stage and fiddling with a piece of equipment, that usually means something has gone wrong.

Roadies are a unique breed. They are fiercely individual and non-conformist, but also collegiate and accommodating. They are, and have to be, real team players. Like the pieces they assemble, they rely on each other to create the whole. It’s not going to work unless they all work together.

Roadies are literally always on the road, constantly on the move. They’ve run away to join the circus that is the world of rock’n’roll. They immerse themselves in it. And they are, for the most part, protected by it. They are in turn protective of the artists they work with. Some are fugitives on the run from their own emotions, from themselves. Others, quite literally, are on the run. Despite the day-to-day hammering their bodies take, and the emotional disruption they may experience, they keep doing it.

The classic roadie image is a stereotype. He has long, straggly hair, wears singlets and tattered jeans, has a ring of keys on his back pocket, bears a few tattoos, and has the pallor of someone who takes far too many drugs, drinks too much and has a girl in every town. That’s right – roadie culture is predominantly male. It’s never been exclusively that, and it’s slowly changing, but it’s still a testosterone-fuelled world, even if many roadies have a gentleness – almost an old-world chivalry – that’s not immediately apparent.

And there’s one thing every musician will tell you that goes a long way to explaining why musicians – at least the smart ones – are always very, very nice to their roadies. Cross a roadie and anything can happen, because roadies know everything. Absolutely everything.

Misbehaved on the road? The roadies know about it. And they know who with. And they probably have their number and beat you to it anyway. Overdoing it with the pharmaceuticals? The road crew have almost certainly been there, done that and are better at it than you. Do you have a fetish for albino sheepdogs bred in remote European villages? The road crew will know how to source one – and will shut up about your little secret. They may piss themselves with laughter when you’re not around, but when you are, it’s: ‘Mate, the babe is waiting. No, you don’t owe me anything.’

•

As Jimmy Barnes knows only too well, a good road crew is one of the essentials of the rock’n’roll world. You need songs, a singer, a band, an audience – and a first-rate road crew.

‘Most of the guys who do this job are very clever,’ he says, ‘and very resourceful. Necessity makes it happen. The show has to happen and they’ll do absolutely whatever it takes for that to happen. Our key roadies – like Gerry Georgettis, Nicky Campbell and Harry Parsons – not only introduced us to lots of music, but they were as instrumental in making Chisel the band we were as the actual band members were. They deserve an equal share. We couldn’t do it without them. They work harder than anyone I’ve met in my life.

‘Everyone in the business knows how integral they are to a show. They make it seamless. Cold Chisel would drive for three hours and there it would all be, set up and ready to go. Then we get all the glory and they tear it down, pack it up, transport it and set it up again before we get to the next town. That’s pretty amazing in itself.’

And as Barnes knows better than most, you don’t mess with your road crew. Ever. And if you do it’s at your own peril.

‘They know your darkest secrets. They know your weakest points. They know your strong points. They know more about you than any of the audience. And they know how they’ve had to prop you up and make you seem good so many times.

‘For years I’d be a mess and the crew would slap me around and get me onstage. Give me just enough to drink or a line to get me going and then push me out onto the stage.

‘When we were doing seven or eight shows a week – sometimes three on a Saturday night – we were fucked. It was just so much work. We were seeing stars, and to think they set up and took down the gear from morning till night, sometimes three times a day. And they had the same level of enthusiasm. If they didn’t have their shit together we didn’t come across onstage.

‘The crew were like the contact point for us with the audience. Crews plug everyone in the band into the audience.’

•

I’ve been around roadies for decades. During my years managing bands such as the Hoodoo Gurus and Paul Kelly and The Messengers/Coloured Girls, I hired a lot of them. I shared hotel rooms and vans with them. I’ve been yelled at by them, been looked after by them, and sadly had to fire or not rehire some of them.

Like every artist and manager, I’ve been guilty of taking them for granted. I’ve assumed they were bulletproof and capable of doing things that were clearly impossible. Even if the truck loaded with the crew and equipment drove at 300 kilometres an hour, they were not going to get from Gig A to Gig B in ten hours.

Over the years I’ve drunk far too much beer with roadies and bought far too many drugs from them. A good roadie always knows how and where to score. And they score good. Some of the crew from those days are still my friends.

I’ve only lost one friend to the rigours of the roadie world – and that was a woman trying her hand in the very blokey world of the mid-1980s Australian road crew. Genevieve Farmer was killed in a car accident near Coffs Harbour while working for The Johnnys. My obituary for her and a rumination on roadies was published in the Sun-Herald.

Really, I’m lucky to have known just one roadie who’s lost their life. Given the hundreds of thousands of kilometres driven by roadies over the decades, often on less-than-ideal roads and frequently with a bloodstream fuelled by alcohol and amphetamines – and just one or two (or three) joints – it’s astonishing that the road toll has been so low. The real carnage has been in the area of mental health. And it’s frightening. Very frightening.

When I was researching my biography of Michael Gudinski, I received invaluable assistance about the Melbourne music scene in the late 1960s and early 1970s from Adrian Anderson, who had worked extensively as a roadie. During one conversation he told me about the Australian Road Crew Association (ARCA), which was launched in 2013 by working and retired roadies to try to stall the staggering rate of suicide among former roadies. In basic terms, Australian road crew members suicide at four to five times the national rate. Internationally the rate is nowhere near as high.

Why have legions of Australian roadies been ending their own lives? There are some basic reasons. Physical incapacity. Poverty. Mental illness. Decreased demand. A changing workplace. A lot of the older generation began working in the business in their late teens. There was no occupational health and safety, and no training. They spent ten or twenty years pushing their bodies to breaking point.

And their bodies did break. Many former roadies suffer significant back and muscular-skeletal problems. They’ve had multiple surgeries, and body parts replaced. That’s if they can afford it. Others live with chronic pain. Too many roadies have passed away simply neglecting their own physical and mental health, or because they lack the means to get proper medical attention.

Sometimes the work just dries up. The artist a roadie has been committed to moves on, or a band breaks up. The Australian live scene is not what it was in the 1960s, ’70s, ’80s and even into the ’90s. There is less work, and more competition for it.

Until recent times there was no superannuation for roadies. Some roadies were paid comparatively well for the work they did, others not so well. There is still no holiday pay. Beyond watching great rock’n’roll, and a lifestyle that many enjoyed, there were no other benefits. Except maybe a sense of purpose, and of family and belonging. But when it’s all over, that can be lost too. For some, there is no one waiting at home, or no home at all.

Like the musicians they work for, roadies have a tendency to overuse alcohol, stimulants and other drugs. Often whatever they can get their hands on. Ultimately, though, using stimulants for short-term escapes or as pick-me-ups often masks deep-seated issues, which some roadies put off dealing with for years and years.

It’s an understatement but years on the road makes it hard to maintain long-term relationships. Find a former roadie who has a stable, longstanding relationship and you’ve found a roadie who is probably not in danger of self-harm. Sadly, there are many who don’t have stable relationships and family support.

Then there’s the issue of gaining other employment. Sure, there’s security work or corporate events for some, but for others many doors are closed because they have no recognised qualifications.

‘Mate, I can get Guns N’ Roses around the country, onstage and not missing a gig – but apparently I’m not qualified to do anything,’ said one former roadie.

The tragic suicide of Gerry Georgettis ten years ago galvanised the roadie community, and led to the formation of ARCA. The mantra of the organisation is that a roadie should call another roadie each week and check in on them, and this – along with financial assistance, in conjunction with the Support Act organisation – has dramatically reduced the suicide rate. Former roadies are learning that they’re not alone.

•

Why did I decide to write the stories of Australian roadies? Partly because I know and love the world they inhabit. I was stunned by the suicides, and acutely aware that with each passing we lost not only a great individual but a key part of Australian music and popular-culture history.

No one was recording oral histories with these roadies. No one was preserving their memories and stories, some of them hysterically funny, others beyond poignant.

Roadies know Australian music history in ways that no one else does. Not even the artists who make the music. Roadies know the real road stories, the successes, the disasters, the fuck-ups and the triumphs. They speak a language that is distinctly Australian. It’s direct, and often laden with expletives. And they tell a secret history of music in this country – from small pub bands to the mainstream success stories and the international tourists. Artists are only at their own gigs; roadies are at everybody’s gigs. That makes them custodians of a unique history of Australian and international rock’n’roll.

The roadies featured in this book have worked with dozens, often hundreds, of artists, across all musical styles. There is nothing they haven’t seen, fixed, set up or packed up. The world of the roadie is about providing a special service: it’s about making musicians look and sound as good as they possibly can, night after night after night.

Roadies are great storytellers. They have hundreds and hundreds (make that thousands) of yarns – almost all of them embellished to some degree by years of retelling. Theirs is in the classic oral-history tradition, apocryphal yarns passed along in seedy bars, backstage, in hotel rooms and cramped trucks. Many of those stories and shared reminiscences are in this book. Of course hundreds of them aren’t.

This book can’t hope to feature every Australian roadie, or tell all their stories. They could probably fill ten thick volumes and still only touch the surface. What I have attempted to do is bring you into the world of some amazing characters, and let them have a yarn about their journey on the road with Australian and international artists. It isn’t definitive, but I have no doubt that it is representative.

By the end of this book, I hope you never view a rock’n’roll concert the same way again. You’ll be looking around for the road crew. You’ll realise just what has taken place behind the scenes so you could witness this musical event – and what will continue to take place long after you’ve gone home.

One roadie I spoke to for this book commented that everyone admires a Ferrari – it looks magnificent and runs like a dream. But the real essence of a Ferrari is the engine under the bonnet. Without that, it’s just a good-looking piece of metal.

Road crew are the engine under the bonnet of every rock’n’roll performer.
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‘The show has to happen and they'll
dowhatever it takes for that to happen.”
JIMMY BARNES
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