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OPENING

WELLS FARGO CENTER, PHILADELPHIA 20 SEPTEMBER 2016

ANGUS YOUNG’S SUIT tonight was a deep black, his short-sleeved shirt even whiter than his hairless legs. His receding hairline showed more scalp than flowing locks. There were crow’s feet aplenty around the corners of his eyes, and probably more than a little stiffness in his joints. But little of that mattered when the 61-year-old guitarist, the last original member of AC/DC, let rip on his Gibson SG guitar and sent the crowd into a frenzy, tearing a hole right through the heart of a monstrous ‘Thunderstruck’. The man sometimes known as ‘Little Albie’ was on fire, indefatigable. Still, this was slightly different; tonight was the final show of the iconic band’s Rock or Bust tour – perhaps even the last they would ever play.

There’d been more than a few AC/DC casualties over the past few years, both leading up to this tour and during its 88-gig run. The first man to fall was Angus’s brother Malcolm, truly his brother in arms, who was diagnosed with dementia in 2014, having already endured lung surgery and heart problems. He was now the resident of a Sydney nursing home. While Angus was the face, sound, devil’s horns and sometimes the bared backside of AC/DC, Malcolm had been the decision-maker in the band, the captain of the ship. Now that role fell to a somewhat reluctant Angus. Stevie Young, the brothers’ nephew, was brought in as a replacement, proving how much of a family affair AC/DC always has been.

Then there was the chaos brought on by Phil Rudd, who’d drummed for the band since 1974, apart from the odd hiatus. A taste for methamphetamines had left him in bad physical shape – ‘He’s got more helicopters than teeth,’ joked one former band member. In mid-2015 Rudd had been hit with charges of ‘attempting to procure a murder’, ‘threatening to kill’ and possession of various illicit drugs. Although the first two charges were soon dropped, the fallout was bad. The mayhem led to an eight-month stretch of home detention for Rudd, beginning in July 2015. ‘Phil’s got himself in a bit of a pickle,’ understated Angus, as he turned to regular stand-in Chris Slade to take over.

In early 2016, with the band now on tour, things went from problematic to downright disastrous. Brian Johnson’s thunderous wail of a voice, which had helped sell so many millions of records since he replaced Bon Scott in 1980, was silenced some 60-odd shows into the tour. Johnson’s doctor told him to stop, for the sake of what remained of his hearing. Immediately. Hardly the most dignified exit after more than 30 years with the band. Enter the most unlikely saviour: Axl Rose, on a throne, no less, his foot broken after an onstage accident with Guns N’ Roses.

If that wasn’t enough upheaval for one tour, understated bassist Cliff Williams made a very rare public announcement as the Rock or Bust tour progressed: he was done. This would be his last go-round with AC/DC, after 40-plus years’ service. No regrets, no drama, Williams simply handed in his notice. ‘It’s time for me to step out, that’s all,’ he said in a YouTube video. ‘I’m ready to get off the road.’

Behind the scenes, Albert Music, the spiritual home of AC/DC since 1974 and a proudly independent Australian firm of more than 100 years standing, sold its business in mid-2016 to the German music monster BMG. Although, at the Youngs’ insistence, Alberts retained the publishing rights and recorded works of AC/DC, it was still the end of a loud and proud era of music. Alberts was now a vastly different company to the one the Youngs had felt so deeply connected to back in the beginning.

All this left Angus, the oldest schoolboy in rock and roll, as the last ‘true’ member of a band – and the brand – that had been bringing the thunder since the early 1970s. Was he, too, after thousands of gigs, millions of record sales and a lifetime spent in (school) uniform, ready to call it quits? With an estimated worth of $150 million and fancy digs in Sydney, London and Holland, surely the time was right?

If Angus was ready to bail, it wasn’t evident tonight. Philly was the final concert of a globetrotting tour that had begun in the desert of Coachella in April 2015, and taken in the Grammys, a barnstorming return to Oz and crazy box office returns. In Germany, 300,000 tickets had been sold in just over an hour. The band had played almost 90 full-house shows across Europe, America and Oceania; the 2015 leg was the second-biggest grossing tour of the year, according to Pollstar, raking in US$180 million.

Tonight, Angus owned the stage, as he’d done for way longer than he cared to remember. He strutted from wing to wing, firing off one blazing solo after another, and pulling a very reluctant Cliff Williams forward for a bow as ‘For Those About to Rock’ reached its explosive finale. The band also dusted off a rare song, ‘Problem Child’, playing it for the first time in 15 years. Even Axl Rose, whose onstage outfit pitched him somewhere between a biker and a WWE grappler, and who still carried a fair bit of bad-guy swagger, didn’t have quite the same stage presence as Angus.

All these disruptions and dramas mattered not to the Acca-Dacca diehards at the Wells Fargo Center. Glowing devil’s horns did their usual lively trade at the merch desk, and mini Anguses – the offspring of long-time fans, kids who came to the gigs with their parents and were decked out in what were probably real school uniforms – could be spotted throughout the house. The response, as it had been every night, was euphoric. Countless heads were banged. Outside each gig, on the streets, the faithful gathered, chanting such songs as ‘Dirty Deeds’, their arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders, bonding over a band that was now represented by just one man: Angus Young. It was a love-in, AC/DC style.

‘Nobody today, man, could compare,’ yelled one fan outside the venue at Philly. ‘I’ve been waiting my whole life to see them; it’s insane,’ said another. ‘Best show I’ve ever seen,’ declared yet another.

‘For me, music is my world,’ Angus, a man of few words, said between shows. ‘It’s what I know. The music has a lot of power. Once I get on stage, the real world goes away and you get to go into another world.’

A Rolling Stone reporter asked Angus what was next, once the tour was done.

‘At this point, I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘We were committed to finishing the tour. Who knows what I’ll feel after?’

In the band’s earliest days, Angus admitted, he’d got into a habit that he still found hard to shake: ‘If we don’t play, we don’t eat.’ Given that this tour had grossed somewhere north of US$200 million, a full stomach was probably not among his concerns anymore.

So even as yet another madly successful world tour came to a close, that unanswered question lingered in the air, just like one of Angus’s blistering solos: was this finally the end of the road?





1

LITTLE ALBIE GOES TO BURWOOD

SYDNEY AIRPORT IN late June 1963 was a long, long way from the Cranhill housing estate in Glasgow. The fearful look on the face of young Angus McKinnon Young made that very clear; in fact, he was decidedly green around the gills. As the family members – among them Angus’s 52-year-old father, William, his mother, Margaret, soon to turn 50, and brothers Malcolm and George, who were aged ten and sixteen respectively – took in their new surrounds, the pint-sized eight-year-old who’d soon be known as ‘Little Albie’ emptied his guts all over the tarmac at Kingsford Smith Airport. Welcome to Oz.

Reaching Sydney was the final stage of a long journey, an escape from the United Kingdom after the coldest winter in 200 years. The Youngs of Cranhill had signed up to what was known as the ‘Ten Pound Pom’ plan – an affordable way for British families to start a new life in a country that needed migrants.

It was a TV ad that had convinced the Youngs to shift to this strange place on the other side of the planet. ‘Come over to the sunny side now: Australia, a great place for families,’ chirped the cheeriest of voice overs. ‘You could be on your way over to a sunnier future in the new year.’

Sunshine? That was more than enough for the long-time unemployed William and Margaret (whose maiden name had also been Young, a happy accident that saved a lot of paperwork) to sign up as Ten Pound Poms. Glasgow had just been hit with its first white Christmas since 1938. Snow piled more than two metres deep froze everyone and everything for two months straight. It was a great time to leave. The requirements were virtually nil: an applicant simply had to be a resident of a Commonwealth country and healthy enough; skills weren’t a necessity. Angus, when asked why his family had emigrated, gave a simple response: ‘Me dad couldn’t get work up in Scotland.’ Maybe Australia would provide William with better opportunities to feed his large family.

The Youngs had been ready to say goodbye to Cranhill, the housing estate in the east of Glasgow that had been home to the clan. Purpose-built in the early 1950s to ease the postwar housing shortage, the estate was hardly the stuff of Grand Designs: four-storey tenement blocks, divided into what locals referred to as ‘closes’. As another Glaswegian, Jimmy Barnes, observed in his memoir Working Class Boy, the city was a bleak place: ‘It seemed to be grey everywhere. The sky was grey. The streets were grey. Life was monochrome and depressing.’

Yet Angus later acknowledged that he carried something of Cranhill with him throughout his life. While it was a good place to leave, life there had hardened the Youngs. It was always going to be them against the world. ‘Our Scottish background gave us a good grounding,’ he said. ‘We had a kind of doggedness and determination. We kept at it and never let go of what we wanted to achieve.’

The Youngs were typical Glaswegians: pragmatic, plain-speaking, no-bullshit folk. Glasgow gave them the toughness they would need a little further down the line when they came face-to-face with that peculiar beast known as the great Aussie beer-swilling yobbo.

As far as Angus and all the Young boys were concerned, a spade was a fooking spade; why call it anything else? But they weren’t dim, as some have suggested. In his book Dirty Deeds, AC/DC bassist Mark Evans insisted that Malcolm and Angus, though not bookish, were ‘sharp thinkers’. While he found neither the ‘most sociable guys on the planet … I believe they were basically very private people [and] they never kissed arse or “networked”.’

As for the boys’ parents, those close to the Youngs described William and Margaret as ‘polite but quiet; they were honest, decent, fair people’.
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Australia in 1963 was in many ways an antipodean ‘little Britain’. Robert ‘Pig Iron Bob’ Menzies was the country’s very conservative prime minister, an Anglophile who proudly described himself as ‘English to the bootstraps’, and a man who reigned over the nation with a cocked witchetty-grub eyebrow and a hefty whiff of condescension towards ‘average’ Australians. Cinema patrons stood in silent respect as ‘God Save the Queen’ was played before the feature began. Cricket remained the national summer sport, yet another reminder that Australia was proud to remain a nation that was culturally close to the Old Dart, even though it was on the doorstep of Asia. The Youngs’ sport of preference was football – or soccer in the local lingo.

A royal tour had concluded just two months before the Youngs landed in Sydney. The nation had oohed and aahed as Queen Elizabeth II and the Duke of Edinburgh did the usual rounds of waving and smiling. PM Menzies was so awestruck that he gushingly cited the Elizabethan poet Thomas Ford: ‘I did but see her passing by / and yet I love her till I die’. Television wasn’t the ubiquitous device it is today, but for those lucky enough to own one of those beasts on legs, Coronation Street, a soapie documenting working-class life back in the Mother Country, was even more popular in Oz than at home. Yet for all its familiarity, the geographical isolation of the place was stark.

Almost 16,000 kilometres separated Sydney from Glasgow, and the family felt every bit of it as they boarded their transport at Mascot airport and headed for suburban Villawood. Everything they saw looked unfamiliar: the buildings weren’t crammed together as they were in Glasgow, and the landscape was vastly different, as were the people. Angus immediately picked up on the way Aussies spoke – it was as though they ate their words as they came out of their mouth. He couldn’t grasp half the things that were being said. ‘I had to learn how they talked,’ he said many years later. ‘Australians have a mix of American and the old England.’

As for life in Oz, there were upsides: the average weekly wage for a male worker was around £15, while the average price for a modest Sydney home was somewhere between a very manageable £5000 and £6000. Unemployment was at a low 2.3 per cent, soon to dip below the 2 per cent mark. Back in Scotland, the number of unemployed had risen to almost 100,000. Until recently, William Young had been one of them.

Australian teenagers at the time were tuning into an odd mix of the terribly English – Cliff Richard’s squeaky-clean ‘Summer Holiday’ was a big hit in 1963, as was Gerry and the Pacemakers’ ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’ – and the saccharine strains of weepies such as ‘Hey Paula’ and ‘Big Girls Don’t Cry’. Hugely popular locals Johnny O’Keefe and Col Joye were in thrall to America, the heartland of rock and roll, even though the creative heyday of their heroes, Elvis, Little Richard and Bill Haley, had passed. Like the country itself, popular music in Australia was in an awkward phase. The Beatles were starting to make inroads in Oz – ‘I Want to Hold Your Hand’ and ‘She Loves You’ were two of the biggest singles of the year – but they hadn’t yet peaked. O’Keefe was one of the few Aussies to have a song among the 25 biggest hits of 1963 – and then it was merely a cover of American Johnny Thunder’s ‘Move & Groove’, retitled ‘Move Baby Move’. Given that a third of the Australian population was aged under twenty, the time was ripe for a rock and roll revolution.

In broader terms, the Australia in which the Youngs arrived wasn’t quite sure what it was or where it belonged: was it an English outpost or a new nation about to find its own way in the world – or a peculiar mix of the two? For this Scottish family, destined for the Villawood Migrant Hostel on the western outskirts of Sydney, the place was as confusing as it was familiar. It did, however, rain for six weeks straight after their arrival – at least some things were just like home. They’d traded the big freeze for the big wet.
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In mid-1963 the Youngs settled into life at the Villawood Migrant Hostel. The site comprised numerous horseshoe-shaped, World War II–era Nissen huts, built from corrugated iron, amid a landscape coloured by a thousand different accents, or so it seemed. Villawood was about to hit its peak occupancy of 1500 residents; Australia’s migrant intake for the 1960s alone was close to 1 million. Each uninsulated hut housed two families, with separate living areas and a ‘common room’, so privacy was hard to come by. (This might explain Angus’s later habit of locking himself away in hotel rooms, noodling endlessly on his guitar.) Food was cooked over a kerosene heater; cockroaches had the run of the shower and laundry blocks – at least until they were eaten by the resident snakes. A British flag mounted in the hostel’s dining room, alongside a portrait of Queen Elizabeth II, reminded ‘new Australian’ families such as the Youngs where their adopted country’s allegiances lay.

More than twenty of these camps were scattered across New South Wales; the first had been established in 1948. Some were off in the country – Bathurst, Leeton and Lithgow – while others, such as Bankstown and Matraville, were relatively close to the centre of Sydney. Villawood was 40 kilometres west of the city.

Life inside the fence at Villawood wasn’t vastly dissimilar to life in Cranhill; several times a week the local coppers were called in to investigate the latest break-in, usually the work of a resident, while the ambulance service also did a lively trade, as the combination of lousy food, confined quarters, the frustrating search for full-time work and invasive weekly checks by hostel staff manifested itself in violent flare-ups. Fortunately, booze was banned at Villawood, or the situation could have been much uglier.

Angus sometimes joked that his family first settled at Tasmania’s Port Arthur, an old convict site. Villawood wasn’t that dire – the sight of green, open land was a pleasant surprise for Angus and his kin – but it was hard going, a tough introduction to life in Oz. All the talk of sea and sun in the TV ad that had lured them now seemed a terrible con.

On their first night at the hostel, Angus walked in on his parents, who were both crying – with relief, it seemed. ‘We took strength from that and tried to stick it out,’ admitted Angus, who’d already wanted to turn around and go back to Cranhill.

Villawood played a key role in the musical evolution of the Youngs. While ‘wee Angus’ looked on with no small amount of awe, big brother George hooked up with two like-minded Villawood ‘inmates’ – the Dutch-born Harry Vanda and Dick Diamonde, as well as expat Poms Stevie Wright, who was just fifteen years old, and Gordon ‘Snowy’ Fleet – to form a band in late 1964. Deeply influenced by the ‘British Invasion’ acts, especially the all-conquering Beatles, in both look and sound, they called themselves The Easybeats. The rapid rise and fall of the ‘Easys’ would have a massive influence on Angus’s musical future, in a number of ways.

‘They had a very good sound, a unique thing between [George] and Harry,’ Angus said of The Easybeats during the doco Blood and Thunder. ‘Harry was doing the same thing I’d do with Malcolm; George had that very high rhythm and Harry provided the highlights, the colour.’

Even before Angus left Cranhill, music had assumed a place in his life. One of his many older brothers, Alex, had stayed behind in the United Kingdom to chase his rock and roll dream, eventually signing a deal with no less a label than The Beatles’ Apple, as part of the band Grapefruit. (Their name came from a book of ‘instructions and drawings’ by Yoko Ono, extending the Beatles connection just that little bit further.)

The Young household in Cranhill had an open-door policy, which they’d continue in Australia. William and Margaret would regularly host parties, where friends and rellies would gather around an old piano and belt out tunes. And Angus’s siblings always seemed to be working on something musical, as he would recall in the documentary Blood and Thunder: ‘Each brother would show you little bits of music, of what they liked. Even my elder brother Stevie was trying to put me behind a piano – “No, you do it like this, with these fingers”.’

The first musical thunderbolt that hit Angus came courtesy of the half-mad, piano-pounding African-American Richard Wayne Penniman, better known as Little Richard. Dripping sweat, his eyes rolling back in his head, his sky-high pompadour collapsing as he played, Richard would thrash away at the keys, wailing ‘a-wop-bop-a-loo-bop-a-wop-bam-boom’ like a man possessed, while describing the joys of someone – or something – known as ‘Tutti Frutti’. It was a smash hit all around the globe in 1955, a red-blooded cry of craziness that was one of rock and roll’s seminal songs. ‘Keep a-Knockin’’, another Richard hit, also seared its way into Angus’s DNA.

‘From when I was pretty young, old rock and roll songs, Little Richard, Buddy Holly, it was always being played in the house so I picked up on that,’ Angus revealed in an interview with Countdown’s Molly Meldrum. His sister Margaret was a big influence; she’d heard such acts as Richard and Holly, as well as Fats Domino and Chuck Berry, back in Glasgow, where new records were a little easier to find.

The American rock and roll master Chuck Berry, in particular, became a firm favourite. ‘Chuck Berry brought together blues, country music, folk music, a bit of jazz and blended it all into this thing that we called rock and roll,’ Angus said of the man. ‘He’s the one that inspired [me] most. And he was a great entertainer, so he had a lot of elements. He was a pure talent and an inspiration.’

‘When I watched someone like Chuck Berry,’ Angus continued, ‘especially when he was singing, he always had little raps with the audience that he had going, you know. I figured that if Chuck could do it with his voice, I could do it with my guitar.’

As a kid, Angus gazed slack-jawed at footage of Chuck’s famous ‘duckwalk’: Berry would turn sideways and strut, knees bent, duck-like, as he crossed the stage, playing all the while. The guy was on fire. In some ways, Angus’s future was set from the moment he saw Berry in action.
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Sporting matching suits and shaggy haircuts, by 1965 The Easybeats had secured regular work at a few Sydney discotheques, such as Surf City – an old movie theatre converted into a 5000-capacity venue deep in the red-light heart of Kings Cross – and, aptly, given their influences, a club named Beatle Village. Violent ‘sharpies’ put the fear of God into local punters at these venues. Long-haired teenager Richard Clapton, who frequented these gigs, was one of many Sydney kids often cornered by sharpies. ‘I had the shit kicked out of me more times than I care to remember,’ he wrote in his book The Best Years of Our Lives. While the Youngs had come a long way from Cranhill, big brother George was now in the thick of the type of violence that was commonplace back on the estate.

Fortunately, the Easys weren’t stuck in the bloodhouses for long. Music publisher Ted Albert, the astute head of the revered Sydney family business, signed the band to Albert Productions in 1965. The well-spoken Albert came from a background of affluence – the Sydney summer season was said to have only truly begun when his father, Sir Alexis Albert, sailed his yacht Boomerang through the Heads. The Alberts resided in a stately waterfront mansion in Elizabeth Bay also called Boomerang; both were named after the popular mouth organ that had earned the family their first fortune.

Ted Albert was excited by the rough and ready sounds of rock and roll. It seemed an unlikely collision of cultures – a sophisticated Sydneysider, a man of wealth and taste, mixing it up with some reprobates straight out of the migrant hostel – but Albert didn’t care; he recognised a magical spark within The Easybeats. They were madly energetic onstage – Stevie Wright could out-backflip a gymnast – and they looked good, and while they could play hard and fast, they also had a well-tuned ear for melody.

‘Ted seemed very unaffected by his family’s history and affluence,’ future AC/DC manager Michael Browning wrote of Albert, in his book Dog Eat Dog. ‘I met an immaculately dressed, charming and astute man with a passion for music and recording studios.’

‘Easyfever’ hit Australia like a tsunami throughout 1965 and 1966. The hits that flowed, initially written by Young and Wright, then by Vanda and Young, still define the great Australian rock and roll songbook: ‘She’s So Fine’, a number one hit in Melbourne and Sydney in June 1965; ‘Women’, their next Sydney number one in January 1966; and ‘Come and See Her’, yet another chart-topper in May 1966. ‘Sorry’, perhaps their first truly great track and one of the earliest songs to feature the use of guitar feedback, ruled the airwaves in November 1966.

When Harry Vanda started to write with George, their creative union quickly flourished. Their co-written singles included ‘Wedding Ring’, a hit in September 1965, and ‘I’ll Make You Happy’, yet another smash, released in August 1966. Working out of Boomerang House in Sydney – a building that was part of his family’s hefty property portfolio – Ted Albert produced all these trailblazing tracks. Some early recordings were produced at the abandoned 2UW theatre, another Albert family holding. To the Youngs, it must have seemed as though the Albert family owned much of the city.

The pandemonium that erupted during the Easys’ concerts echoed the madness of The Beatles’ shows staged in 1964 (gigs Angus boasted of having seen, although the veracity of his claim was always a little dubious). At The Easybeats’ shows, teenage girls screamed their lungs raw, wet their knickers, fainted and then, once revived, did it all over again. Stage invasions were commonplace; shows rarely ran for their allotted time. More than 4000 screaming fans invaded the tarmac at Perth airport when the band landed for a series of gigs.

‘Little Stevie’ Wright became one of the country’s earliest teen idols, a guy with a body seemingly made of rubber and the face of a slightly tarnished choirboy, while Vanda and Young morphed into Australia’s first truly great pop/rock songwriting team. And Ted Albert, who wasn’t immune to a little Beatlemania himself, was a key figure, licensing The Easybeats’ hits-in-waiting to EMI/Parlophone, in much the same way he and Alberts would control the recordings of Angus and AC/DC in later years.
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The Youngs stayed only a few weeks at Villawood, though it left an impression as permanent as a tattoo – Malcolm compared it to a ‘prison camp’. They shifted to a house in working-class Burwood, ten kilometres from the centre of Sydney, a suburb dominated by ‘new Australians’ like themselves, as well as families of Greeks and Italians and other migrants. Big brother George would live here even as Easyfever erupted all over the country.

While not as dangerous as Glasgow – or Villawood, for that matter – Burwood still had its no-go zones, especially around the local train stations, where the sharpies congregated. Angus, in time, would mingle with this mongrel bunch.

In his bedroom in Burwood, Angus started tinkering with a banjo, restrung with six strings instead of four, and then with an acoustic guitar. He received guidance from older brother Malcolm, a mad-keen guitarist himself. ‘Don’t tickle it,’ he’d snap as Angus gently strummed the strings. ‘Hit the bugger!’

Angus had started collecting records too. Among his first purchases were singles – The Animals’ ‘Club a Go-Go’ and The Yardbirds’ ‘I’m a Man’. Aussie bands The Loved Ones and The Missing Links were also early faves of Angus; he liked their raw, bluesy, gritty sound. Angus’s records were given pride of place in his room, and stored in strict alphabetical order.

William and Margaret Young never discouraged their youngest son from pursuing music – and The Easybeats were clearly a massive influence on Angus – but as Easyfever grew, the elder Youngs didn’t quite know what to make of the madness. One day a worried-looking William pulled aside ten-year-old Angus. ‘If anyone asks what your brother does,’ he warned him, ‘tell them, “He’s musical.” But don’t tell them he plays in a rock and roll band.’

‘My parents like music and everything,’ Angus told Molly Meldrum years later, when asked about his folks’ reaction, ‘but for them it’s a different era.’

Even at the height of the Easys’ fame, William would prod George, asking him when he planned to get a ‘real job’. Having said that, the family was clearly proud of George – big sister Margaret kept bulging scrapbooks of clippings, a hobby she’d maintain for all the musical Youngs.

The full impact of Easyfever hit Angus right between the eyes one afternoon when he returned home from school to 4 Burleigh Street. It was 1966 and the Easys had by now cut six charting hits in a row; their second album, It’s 2 Easy, was also a major success. They were playing to full houses, and chaos erupted wherever they went.

As Angus approached his house, he thought he’d stumbled upon a crime scene: there were hundreds of people milling in the street, loads of noise and commotion. But then he noticed something odd – the mob was all young women; girls, really. As he got even closer, he saw that the local police had linked arms, blocking the mob’s target – his house. It turned out that someone had discovered George Young’s home address, and the band’s mad-for-it fans had descended upon Burleigh Street in droves. As Angus pushed his way through the throng, a policeman reached out and shoved him away.

‘No, no, you don’t understand,’ Angus pleaded with the copper, gesturing towards the house. ‘I live here.’

‘Yeah, mate,’ replied the constable, ‘they’re all saying that.’

Angus stood for a moment or two, taking in the anarchy, and then scarpered around the block and jumped the back fence. He then retreated to the solitude of his bedroom and picked up his guitar, drowning out the screams from the street by playing for the next few hours, as he did most days. Already his guitar was becoming both his sanctuary and his creative outlet. And he didn’t fail to notice that his pop star brother was getting all the girls.

Formal education held little interest for Angus. On his first day at Ashfield High School, when asked his surname, Angus was caned. It was clear that Malcolm had set the bar pretty low for behaviour, and this teacher thought it best to show Angus who was boss. Once, when asked whether Ashfield High had any kind of monument to honour its most famous student, Angus replied: ‘I think they hung up garlic cloves to keep me out.’ As it happened, he’d get more use from his school uniform after he dropped out. Music was everything.
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It was a rite of passage for most Australian groups of renown in the mid-1960s to try their luck in the United Kingdom. It was the holy grail of the pop universe, the home of The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, The Who, The Kinks and so many other great bands. With the screams of thousands of fans still ringing in their ears, The Easybeats left for London on 10 July 1966, just days after a tragedy: Harry Vanda’s wife, Pam, had been found dead, having OD’d on sleeping pills. Almost immediately they began work on their finest single, ‘Friday on My Mind’, a peerless Vanda/Young composition which would propel them into a new and heady stratosphere of stardom.

But ‘Friday on My Mind’ proved to be both the making and the breaking of The Easybeats. The song was much more than a domestic hit – though it was that, reaching number one in Australia during December 1966 and charting for fifteen weeks. It also hit the international charts like a sledgehammer, picking up such admirers as Lou Reed, Peter Frampton and David Bowie along the way. (Bowie would cover ‘Friday’ on his 1973 record Pin Ups; Bruce Springsteen played it during concerts in 2014.) This pop anthem, a few frantic minutes of blue-collar despair and release, peaked at number six in the UK charts and also made the US Top 20. It was produced by Shel Talmy, who’d recorded The Kinks and The Who, and it shared the charts with The Beach Boys’ ‘Good Vibrations’, The Four Tops’ ‘Reach Out I’ll Be There’ and The Spencer Davis Group’s ‘Gimme Some Lovin’’. The Easybeats were now mixing it with acts they’d until recently admired from afar.

When the Easys returned to Australia for a national tour in May 1967, it was clear they’d changed: George Young, especially, disembarked the plane with a real swagger in his step, a dour Scot transformed into a pinstriped, Carnaby Street rock and roll dandy, an oversized scarf fluttering in the breeze. Angus and Malcolm looked on, thrilled: they were no longer suburban nobodies; their brother was George Young, international pop star. A proud Angus boasted about George every chance he got.

One day, when Angus was at school and Malcolm was alone at Burwood with his friend Herm Kovac, the pair took the gold record of ‘Friday on My Mind’ down from the wall; they wanted to find out if it played like a regular record. It did, sort of, as Kovac later recalled, but there was a minor problem. ‘It was very tinny and the song was not “Friday on My Mind” but “Sorry”.’

The Easybeats were now confronted with a classic rock and roll conundrum: how do you top a massive hit? They’d had several years to reach the maximum impact of ‘Friday’, and now they had a month, perhaps two, to replicate its success, this being a time when bands released a single every couple of months or else fell by the wayside. The follow-up, released in June 1967, was called ‘Heaven and Hell’ – a nod to the baroque and psychedelic pop flooding the charts and airwaves. The BBC had issues with the word ‘hell’; censorship in the United States, too, forced the band to alter the line ‘discovering someone else in your bed’. ‘Heaven and Hell’ flopped outside Australia.

The vastly different ‘Hello, How Are You?’ made the UK Top 20 in April 1968, but this wasn’t the same Easys: the song was more Walker Brothers melodrama than earthy, gut-level rock and roll. Harry Vanda dismissed ‘Hello’, calling it ‘a soggy bloody ballad’; George went a step further, writing it off as ‘cornball schmaltzy shit’. The Easybeats were making the mistake of tinkering with a successful formula. (They weren’t alone; The Rolling Stones had released the very misguided psychedelia of Their Satanic Majesties Request in 1967, before quickly getting back on the right bloozy track with Beggars Banquet.)

There were also problems behind the scenes: The Easybeats’ manager, Mike Vaughan, had struck various deals for the band in different countries (‘territories’, in industry-speak) that proved unwieldy and almost impossible to maintain. They were making hit records yet somehow losing money. Drug use had also crept into the band, eroding their focus.
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Back in Burwood, Angus continued his musical education. His taste in guitarists was expanding: he’d added Leslie West of the band Mountain, Jeff Beck and Led Zeppelin’s Jimmy Page to the growing list of his favourite axe-wielders, players he’d study closely while locked away in his bedroom sanctuary.

A less likely hero was Louis Armstrong, the legendary African-American jazzman, a guy who would puff out his cheeks to the size of small balloons as he blew. Angus and his sister Margaret had seen the man known as ‘Satchmo’ play at the Sydney Stadium in November 1964, probably the first big show Angus saw after arriving in Australia, and the impact was undeniable. ‘There was an aura about him,’ Angus later said. Now a confirmed Armstrong fan, Angus started tuning into the man’s seminal jazz recordings. They were, admittedly, an odd mix alongside his well-worn Led Zep and Mountain LPs, but none of this mattered to Angus. ‘It’s amazing to listen to his old records and hear the musicianship and emotion, especially when you consider that technology, in those days, was almost non-existent,’ he later said.

Having progressed from his restrung banjo to a wonky acoustic, Angus craved his first electric guitar. He loved the look of the Gibson SG, which had been introduced in the early 1960s. ‘SG’ stood for ‘solid guitar’, and given the way that Angus would wield his axe over the coming years, it proved perfect for him. It was also relatively light. Angus was a pragmatic type, even as a kid. ‘I’ve always found with SGs that if you are a short guy, you can get your hands around them,’ he explained.

The SG was the weapon of choice for legends such as Eric Clapton (while in Cream) and Pete Townshend of The Who. Jimi Hendrix had used an SG, as did Beatles George Harrison and John Lennon (who played one around the time of the White Album). Robby Krieger of The Doors was another true believer. The guitar had some history.

It’s not clear if the SG was actually Angus’s first guitar – Malcolm had passed down a Hofner when he had been gifted a Gretsch by Harry Vanda – but it quickly became Angus’s favourite instrument. Even the relatively dodgy dark-brown Gibson that Angus bought second-hand from a music store in Burwood – probably a 1967 model – had the sound and feel he was after. At least that was the case until Angus had dripped so much sweat into it that wood rot set in and the neck warped. But the connection was strong; Angus would play Gibson SGs for his entire career. One day Angus would even design his own for the company.

As it happened, Gibson guitars connected Angus with one of his earliest ‘jam buddies’, a fifteen-year-old American expat named Larry Van Kriedt, whom he met in 1969. They started talking guitars, as Angus was inclined to do, and specifically Gibsons. ‘I own one,’ Van Kriedt told him.

‘Really?’ Angus replied dubiously, cocking an eyebrow. ‘Prove it.’

Van Kriedt didn’t just show him his guitar, he also produced a Gibson catalogue. Okay, Angus figured, finally convinced; this guy’s alright. They began jamming together at the Youngs’ house, something they’d continue to do for the best part of a year. Angus was impressed with Van Kriedt’s ability to play the blues.

Van Kriedt stayed over at the Young household most weekends. ‘His family was very welcoming,’ he wrote in an email, ‘especially his mother.’

By this time Angus had already made his public debut, although it had been brief. Sometime in 1968 he played in a coffee shop, then soon after with some mates in a local church hall. They wailed so loudly that they cleared the room and the gig was shut down in record time. Angus was already developing a taste for volume, mixed with a certain ‘fuck ’em if they don’t like it’ attitude.

Angus’s appearance was as aggressive as the noise he was generating with his guitar: he was a punk, short and skinny, his uneven teeth a shade of green, his face defiantly locked somewhere between a snarl and a grimace, with a lit ciggie – already a habit – constantly dangling from his lips. He’d started hanging out with the local skinheads and sharpies at the Ashfield and Burwood train stations; for a while Angus even had a sharpie haircut, a sort of predecessor of the mullet: close-cropped at front, a rat’s tail at the rear. Not being the most physical of guys, Angus avoided the uglier side of sharpie life, although he did get locked up one night for pinching milk bottles.

Angus’s reputation for being tight with his money – he was later known as ‘The Banker’ – started when he was still at Ashfield High. What little money Angus had he clung to; buying records was his only indulgence. Even then, he worked out a deal with the owner of a record store in Burwood, who allowed him to borrow, learn and then return the records he liked. Angus’s other weaknesses were cigarettes and chocolate milk, substances that would reappear (quite literally) later in his story.
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Big brother George’s band, meanwhile, was coming undone. Stuck between trying to capitalise on the commercial success of ‘Friday on My Mind’ and a competing desire to explore new musical territory, they were adrift in England, bleeding money and running short of ideas and patience. They still cut some great records – the sweeping melodrama ‘The Music Goes Round My Head’ and the frantic rocker ‘Good Times’, for instance – but their international appeal was drying up. Only ‘Hello, How Are You?’ scraped into the UK Top 20; the others were strictly Oz-only hits. ‘St Louis’, which was released in August 1969, was their last great track: a soulful rocker that packed all the muscle and energy of their early hits.

After a final go-round of Australia in September and October 1969, The Easybeats called it a day. Their sparsely attended final gig – a show at the Amoco Centre in rural Orange – was shut down after twenty minutes due to a hostile crowd. After all their hit singles (fifteen in Australia alone), the accolades they’d received and the madness of Easyfever, somehow they walked away from the wreckage owing $85,000. Right then, George Young made a vow: that would never happen again.

Angus would prove to be the beneficiary of his brother’s decree.
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‘IF THEY EVER WANT TO DO SOMETHING, SEND THEM TO ME’

IN 1970, GEORGE and Harry Vanda decided to base themselves in the United Kingdom, work as a production team and record under a variety of aliases, gradually chipping away at their Easybeats’ debt while mastering the craft of the studio. They were variously known as Paintbox, Tramp, Moondance and Band of Hope; they also worked with George’s brother Alex and his band Grapefruit.

Back home, an important visitor planned to drop by the Youngs’ suburban home: Ted Albert. Despite the demise of The Easybeats, he was in frequent contact with Harry and George and maintained an ongoing interest in whatever the Youngs were doing musically. ‘The man from the record company is coming over,’ William Young warned Angus and his siblings. ‘You’d better all behave.’

When Albert arrived, the first thing Angus noticed was his height: Ted was a giant, especially by comparison with William Young and his pint-sized brood. Angus later laughed that he always had to look up when speaking with Albert.

During his visit, Ted overheard music coming from a nearby bedroom. ‘Who’s that?’ he asked William.

‘That’s Angus and Malcolm,’ their father replied.

Albert listened a little longer. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘if they ever want to do something, send them to me.’

Angus and Malcolm had found their first true believer, a man of influence and taste.

Another visitor to hacienda Young was Ted Mulry, then a fledgling singer. He’d befriended George, who, while back in Sydney during the holidays, invited the expat Pom around for Christmas. Mulry brought his guitar; inevitably, the Youngs broke out a variety of instruments and a lively jam ensued. Someone even had a squeezebox. As Mulry told writer Clinton Walker, it was a great night, a high old time. Because he was the only non-Scot there, Mulry pointed out, he ‘couldn’t understand a thing they were saying’.

The two younger Youngs had never considered playing together in a band. For one thing, they had their scrapes, like all siblings, and then there was the matter of taste: while Angus was a rock and blues purist, Malcolm, now in his late teens, was developing a thing for glam rock. More than one person close to Malcolm swore that they’d spotted a pin-up of the metal guru himself, Marc Bolan of T. Rex, on his wall. Angus wasn’t one for posters but, if he were, he’d cover his wall with the greats – Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Louis Armstrong, Jeff Beck and Jimmy Page – not some chubby, lippy-loving Pommy ponce in high heels. The only poster Angus owned was a Playboy centrefold, which he’d stick on his bedroom door to let Malcolm know he was practising.

Angus left school at the age of fifteen in 1970, and so now had to make a living of some kind. Like Malcolm before him, Angus had been directed by his father to ‘get a trade’ – just like thousands of other high school dropouts of the day. Malcolm had an apprenticeship as a fitter. It hadn’t lasted long; his moonlighting with a band named The Velvet Underground – clearly they knew nothing of what Lou Reed, John Cale and co. were up to in New York – inspired him to quit his one and only day job pretty swiftly. William Young was not thrilled; first George, now Malcolm – rock and roll had its hooks in another of his sons.

The Velvet Underground had formed in Newcastle a few years earlier, and was a force on the coastal dance circuit, playing surf clubs and town halls and covering songs by the Stones and T. Rex. They were managed by future Channel Ten newsreader Dal Myles. A garage band scene, meanwhile, was springing up in and around Burwood and Ashfield, spawning such acts as Clapham Junction, whose members included Peter Noble, future producer of the Byron Bay Bluesfest. The Nova booking agency was based in Burwood. Among the many groups Nova represented was Fraternity, featuring a larrikin singer from out west by the name of Bon Scott.

The Velvet Underground would sometimes share bills with Ted Mulry, who had reached the local Top 40 that year with a sweet ballad called ‘Julia’. Mulry, just like the Young brothers, had a big future at Alberts. He’d already covered a George Young song named ‘Pasadena’, a track that would launch the career of another Alberts mainstay, John Paul Young. Mulry’s next single would be Vanda and Young’s ‘Falling in Love Again’. The Velvet Underground, meanwhile, would eventually morph into The Ted Mulry Gang, as the Alberts empire continued to expand.

Angus could be spotted at just about every Velvet Underground gig, sitting cross-legged in the front row, taking it all in. Big sister Margaret gave her okay, even though Angus was underage, on the proviso that Malcolm brought him straight home after the shows, and that he sit somewhere in clear view of drummer Herm Kovac – ‘Uncle Herm’ to Angus. Because Kovac regularly went to Mass, Margaret deemed him the most responsible member of the band. Kovac agreed, on the condition that Angus make him a mug of Ovaltine after each gig. Typically, the entire band would head back to Burwood for this ritual, with the Ovaltines diligently prepared by Angus. Then Angus would drag a reluctant band member off to his room to hear the latest lick he’d mastered.

Angus had left his mark on Kovac the first time they met. Kovac had turned up at Burwood to collect Malcolm, and Angus opened the door. At the time he was sporting a skinhead crop, his hair shaved clean back to the skull. Kovac hid behind a bandmate who was with him. ‘I thought he was going to beat the crap out of me,’ he later said.

Angus, however, proved to be relatively civil, coaxing Kovac into the room he shared with Malcolm. Angus strapped on his Gibson SG and unleashed the schoolboy within, racing about the room, even rolling around on his back, all the while tearing off one solo after another. ‘Waddya reckon?’ he asked Kovac, when he finally came up for air.

‘Know any chords?’ Kovac teased.

Angus left the room in a huff.

Pretty soon Angus got over his tantrum and treated Kovac with due respect. He knew the drummer owned a mint-condition copy of the Jeff Beck single ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’ (with ‘Beck’s Bolero’ on the flipside), which Angus craved. Kovac’s post-gig cups of Ovaltine were always slightly larger and tastier than those made for his bandmates. Angus eventually talked Kovac into selling him the single for $2, and he still has it today, 40-odd years later.

Kovac, meanwhile, had painted a portrait of The Easybeats that had pride of place on the wall of the Youngs’ Burwood home. Many years later, Angus told Kovac that he, too, had taken up painting, inspired by that portrait.
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It was inevitable that Angus – who by now was a reluctant apprentice printer – would form a band of his own, which he did in 1972, while Malcolm was still gigging with The Velvet Underground. In fact, it was the Velvets who helped get Angus his debut gig, an opening spot at Batemans Bay, a sleepy village on the New South Wales south coast. Angus, in a nod to a certain fast food chain that had opened its first Australian outlet in 1968, named the band Kantuckee. (It was also possibly a reflection of Angus’s less than stellar spelling skills.) His partners in noise were bassist John Stevens, a singer named Bob McGlynn and drummer Trevor James. The band’s name was splashed in psychedelic colours across James’s bass drum.

Angus had grown out his sharpie cut; his hair now hung down to his shoulders, almost getting tangled in the strings of his Gibson as he played. Angus was backed by a hefty bank of cheap speakers, the concept of raw power very much part of his arsenal. On top of the amp, which towered over Angus, was a simple, prophetic warning: HIGH VOLTAGE.

The band settled on a setlist that contained a few originals, one of them a sort of theme tune named ‘The Kantuckee Stomp’, along with about ten songs from the Leslie West/Mountain songbook, including ‘Mississippi Queen’ and ‘Blood of the Sun’. They’d also cover New York hard rock band Cactus’s 1972 album, ’Ot ’N’ Sweaty, in its entirety. This proved handy: Kantuckee’s next gigs were all-night affairs at Sydney venue Chequers, where they were required to play four sets, each an hour long.

Ever the taskmaster, Angus drove the band hard: when a second guitarist was hired, a guy named Mark Sneddon, Angus took him back to his Burwood HQ and handed over a pile of about fifty records, with specific tracks highlighted. ‘Here, learn these,’ Angus told him. ‘You’ve got a week.’

To make it easier getting to and from gigs, the pragmatic Angus and the others chipped in and bought a second-hand ambulance, which they used as band transport. It raised a few eyebrows when they arrived at venues. Had someone died?

On stage, Angus hadn’t yet launched into the antics that would become his trademark; instead, he’d shake his leg, stomp around a little bit, letting his guitar do the work, playing as fast as his hands would allow. Yet he was already making a big impression. Kim Humphreys was the highly rated guitarist for Sydney band Hot Cottage; when he saw Angus play for the first time, he shook his head and began to leave the venue. It was just too much. Spotted by someone in the crowd when he stood up, Humphreys was coaxed on stage, where Angus duly blew him away. Humphreys knew immediately that Angus had star potential. ‘The guy could walk all over me,’ he told AC/DC biographer Murray Engleheart.

A few line-up changes led to a new name, Tantrum, and some gigs outside of the city, at suburban venues such as Blacktown RSL and the Manly Vale Hotel. Out of simple necessity – the band needed to work – Angus and Tantrum had started blazing a trail that AC/DC would soon set afire: the suburban beer barn circuit.
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After three years in London, prodigal sons Harry Vanda and George Young returned to Australia in late 1973 to work exclusively with Ted Albert, acting as in-house song-writers, producers and talent scouts. Allegedly, the deal was set in place during a chess game between Young and Albert, conducted over an international phone line. It was a handshake arrangement, which just goes to show how much trust the ever-wary George had in Albert. Vanda and Young brought back a mixing desk from the Abbey Road studios – quite the score.

They quickly learned that things were changing back home: this wasn’t the same country they’d left in the 1960s. Unemployment was rising, while the suburban pubs – and their boozy denizens – were hungry for live music, the louder the better. ‘Suck more piss’ was the catchphrase for thousands of disaffected Aussies; ‘raging’ was their MO. Across Australia, the legal drinking age was being standardised at eighteen, and women were now allowed in public bars, formerly the domain of beer-bellied middle-agers in grimy shorts and singlets.

Billy Thorpe had already tapped into this readymade audience, ditching his squeaky clean 1960s look for arselength hair, bloozepower-fuelled riffing and a defiant, anti-authoritarian attitude. He was backed by a new and much rowdier version of The Aztecs. Thorpe’s ‘Most People I Know (Think That I’m Crazy)’, a massive hit in March 1972, was perfectly in the Zeitgeist. Thorpey was the king of the beer barns, at least for the moment. And his band played loud; Thorpe once famously described their sound as like ‘standing on a pair of Boeing 747 engines’.

Harry and George’s initial project was a group named The Marcus Hook Roll Band, strictly a front for themselves plus Alex Young and little brothers Malcolm and Angus. It was the first time Malcolm and Angus had been inside a recording studio. It was a pragmatic move by Harry and George – clearly, they figured, it would be very useful to show Angus and Malcolm how a studio worked. Years later, George recalled the sessions as a month-long binge – for everyone except teetotaller Angus, that is – yet the finished album, Tales of Old Grand-Daddy, was significant because it contained the basics of some songs that would later feature on early AC/DC recordings. ‘Quick Reaction’ is clearly related to ‘TNT’, while you can hear something of ‘Live Wire’ in ‘Natural Man’. ‘Goodbye Jane’, meanwhile, proved what savvy songwriters Vanda and Young had become. The entire album was strong, with punchy rock songs, typified by ‘Red Revolution’, catchy hooks (‘People and the Power’) and some quirky humour (check out ‘Shot in the Head’, a not-so-sly dig at the pitfalls of the music biz, and ‘Ape Man’, which came complete with Neanderthal grunts). Angus’s playing, while lacking the firestorms he was soon to unleash, was rock-solid.

Vanda and Young’s next move was to capture the sound of Angus’s own band, Tantrum, on tape. This they did, firstly live with a simple reel-to-reel recorder and then in the studio. But Tantrum wasn’t built to last and wouldn’t see out 1973. The career paths of Angus and Malcolm were about to intersect – and neither would ever look back.
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It seems strange now to imagine that Angus and Malcolm didn’t foresee joining forces; it had to be the next logical step. But it only came about when their own bands started to come apart. And even then, when the brothers mentioned the idea to their parents, the reaction was pretty dismissive. ‘We give you a week,’ said their dad. ‘It won’t last.’

To William’s mind, there was simply too much friction between Angus and Malcolm; they’d most likely end up clobbering each other with their guitars. At home, the brothers had separate designated areas where they’d play their music: Angus in his bedroom and Malcolm in another part of the house. How, their parents wondered, could they possibly work together in a band, sharing a stage?

Angus, however, warmed to the idea. ‘Why not?’ he figured. ‘Gotta be better than work.’

Angus’s printing apprenticeship was history. He’d graduated from school to a life in music, with little time for what could be deemed a typical adolescence. Normal to Angus was playing his guitar and getting lost in music.

George was also a big motivator. By now it had dawned on him just how good his brothers were as musicians. Just maybe, he figured, he could achieve with them what he hadn’t quite been able to do with The Easybeats. George was also determined to not repeat the mistakes he’d made with the Easys; perhaps he could now put into practice his hard-won lessons about making and selling music.

By late 1973, a line-up of sorts had started to take shape, as the band rehearsed in a space in inner-city Newtown. Angus was on lead guitar, Malcolm on rhythm, former Masters Apprentice Colin Burgess played drums, and Angus’s friend Larry Van Kriedt was on bass. The tall Dave Evans (like Ted Albert, a giant compared to the Youngs) was out front, having answered a ‘singer needed’ ad placed by the Youngs in the Sydney press.

They were an odd-looking bunch. Angus was already wearing an early version of his school uniform; Malcolm was still working through his glam rock phase, sporting knee-high boots and a hint of satin, while the others wore, variously, an Afro, an Indian cheesecloth shirt and candy stripes. This was not the sweaty, denim and T-shirts street style that would become synonymous with AC/DC. They looked like they’d been taking fashion tips from pop stars Sherbet.

Angus, on reflection, knew this was an interim line-up, remembering it as ‘me, Malcolm [and] a bass player and drummer that we hired because they had a PA system, and I don’t know who we had singing. We’re still trying to find out.’ (Clearly, Evans wasn’t much liked by the Youngs.)

There were, however, a couple of trademarks that were quickly set in stone – and both came courtesy of Margaret Young, a big booster of the fledgling band. The first was Angus’s soon-to-be-ubiquitous schoolboy’s uniform. When Angus first started playing at home, Margaret, who was married to former Easybeats roadie Sam Horsbourgh, thought it was sweet to see her brother sitting on his bed in his school uniform, thrashing away on his guitar. Sometimes Angus would race home from school and, without changing, dash off again to jam in various garages around the neighbourhood. ‘I guess she used to think it was cute to see a little man with a big guitar,’ Angus explained.

‘Now that you’re out of school,’ Margaret suggested when the question arose, ‘why don’t you keep wearing the uniform? After all, it still fits.’

There was a suggestion that Angus would, over time, ‘graduate’ to jeans and a T-shirt, more typical stage clobber. But the school uniform stayed and Margaret started stitching up new versions on a regular basis. Angus flip-flopped between colours – there was a white outfit, another in canary yellow and one in sky blue, but he found the darker hues were better for hiding the stains of spilled beer (not his) and sweat.

At first, Angus had the strange idea that if he wore the outfit and kept moving, nobody would notice him, or at least recognise him. He was nervous onstage and preferred to let his guitar do the talking. But after stepping out a few times in his uniform, he realised that it freed him up – he could play a character, this crazy schoolboy shooting out sparks on his Gibson.

Angus’s quest for anonymity would actually become the band’s focal point. ‘Wearing something like that helps me become something else,’ he figured. ‘Normally I’m pretty quiet, I keep to myself, but when I get the school suit on it gives me the advantage of being someone else. It’s a bit like going to a fancy dress ball.’

Many years later he reflected on the persona, which was so vastly different to offstage Angus. ‘It’s not me [they idolise],’ he said, ‘they idolise the guy in the shorts.’

There was also the matter of a band name. They’d played their debut show, billed for the time being as The Younger Brothers, at a Sydney suburban venue called the Last Picture Show. Again, Margaret offered a suggestion that no one could better. While sewing one of Angus’s uniforms, she glanced at a sticker on her trusty Singer machine: ‘AC/DC’. Angus and Malcolm agreed it was a good band name – and it stuck. It’s likely that George’s wife, Sandra, also had some input.

But there was one incident early on that almost led to a rethink. The band was riding in a cab and the driver asked them what their group was called.

‘AC/DC,’ Malcolm replied.

After a pause, the cabbie glanced in the rear-view mirror and replied, ‘You know what that means, don’t you?’

Malcolm shook his head. No – what?

‘It means gay, mate.’

Malcolm was shocked. ‘You looking for trouble, pal?’ he snapped.

The cabbie insisted he was serious; AC/DC was code for bisexuality.

‘Oh, fuck,’ the brothers thought.

Without any other real option, however, the name remained, although there’d be more confusion ahead.
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Angus and Malcolm made an important pact. They’d been huge fans of the big acts of the 1960s, such as The Rolling Stones and The Yardbirds – bands they had seen live in Sydney in 1967 – as well as Free and The Who. These were outfits with real bluesy power, that got their point across with powerful riffs and thunderstruck rhythms. The Youngs loved this stuff – it was gritty and raw and real. But things had changed. The new sound of the 1970s was soft rock: sensitive artistes cradling guitars as if they were newborns, sharing their woes. But the James Taylors and Jackson Brownes of the world were just too sensitive and introspective for the Youngs. Too wimpy.

As Angus told a reporter from VH1, when AC/DC came together ‘it was obvious what was missing at the time [was] another great rock band. So it was basically a reaction to that because the music at that point had just turned into that soft, melodic kind … For us it was a pretty easy choice, especially because Malcolm and myself – we’re two guitarists – so from the get-go it was going to be a guitar band.’

‘We just wanted to be a good rock and roll band,’ said Malcolm, cutting through the crap in the same way his rhythm playing cut straight to the essence of a song.

Even at this nascent stage of their careers, the brothers made it clear that they wouldn’t make the same mistake as brother George had with The Easybeats: they’d keep their sound as simple and direct as a slap in the face. There’d be no soggy ballads like ‘Falling Off the Edge of the World’ in AC/DC’s repertoire. They’d rather knock people over with power than touch their hearts with peace and love. George was giving them exactly this advice. ‘Don’t fuck with the formula,’ he said. ‘Find a sound and hang on to it.’ The music they’d make was as basic as the things that kept Angus going: spag bol, Benson & Hedges ciggies, chocolate milk and endless cups of tea. Nothing fancy.

But Malcolm didn’t lack ambition. He was already thinking beyond Australia. He’d tell the rest of the group, ‘We’re going to be huge, man. We’re gonna be big all over the world.’ It seemed a bit of a stretch to his bandmates – perhaps with the exception of Angus. He’d seen how far their brother had gone with The Easybeats, and knew George’s experience would be crucial in transforming this motley crew into world-beaters.
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In strictly historical terms, the ‘coming out’ of AC/DC was a week-long stretch of dates in late December 1973 at the 550-capacity Sydney venue Chequers. This was once the most prestigious gig in the city, having hosted the likes of Liza Minnelli and Shirley Bassey – not to mention Angus’s first band, Kantuckee. It would also be the first Sydney venue that Brisbane punks The Saints played. AC/DC made their way to the gig in an old white van, with Malcolm at the wheel, then unloaded their gear in a grotty back alley.

These were gruelling shows, with the band required to play several hour-long sets per night. Accordingly, their setlist was top-heavy with covers – Chuck Berry’s ‘School Days’, ‘Nadine’ and ‘No Particular Place to Go’, The Rolling Stones’ ‘Honky Tonk Woman’ and ‘Jumpin’ Jack Flash’, Elvis’s ‘That’s All Right, Mama’ and Little Richard’s ‘Tutti Frutti’ – as well as a handful of originals, including ‘Show Business’ (then known as ‘Sunset Strip’) and ‘Soul Stripper’, both songs giving Malcolm a rare opportunity to play lead guitar. Their extended version of Big Joe Williams’ ‘Baby, Please Don’t Go’ was a feature; it closed their first set. When they ran out of songs, they simply repeated numbers from earlier in the night. The punters were too smashed to notice the difference.

Angus opted for a darker shade of school uniform during the band’s Chequers gig on New Year’s Eve, a green velvet number, accessorised with his school bag and Ashfield High school tie. He wore white sneakers – with the word ‘left’ scrawled in ink on both, just to confuse matters – and matching white socks. The gig was captured for posterity by acclaimed Sydney photographer Philip Morris, who happily indulged in the quality dope supplied that night by Ray Arnold, who was acting as the band’s manager. Angus didn’t join in: pot smokers, as far as he was concerned, were ‘fucking hippie cunts’, wastes of space. He’d seen the damage drugs had done to former Easybeat Stevie Wright, who by this time was a junkie, and he wanted no part of it.

Angus looked tiny onstage at Chequers, dwarfed by his guitar and a superfluous microphone stand; he didn’t so much sing as growl. And he seemed out of place alongside the rest of the band, who were still favouring candy stripes and big hair; even Malcolm dressed more like Ziggy Stardust than a long-haired rocker from the burbs. Angus might have been mistaken for the work experience boy, or some kid who got lost on the way to school – until he started playing, of course.

‘From the word go,’ Angus insisted, when asked about Chequers, ‘it went great. Everyone thought we were a pack of loonies – you know, who’s been feeding them kids bananas?’

Photographer Morris, who’d brilliantly documented big Sydney gigs by superstars Led Zeppelin, Pink Floyd and T. Rex, knew he was witnessing something special that night at Chequers. It was his first of many encounters with AC/DC. ‘I’d been lucky enough to shoot a few amazing bands, but when it came to getting great live shots, nobody beat AC/DC,’ he said. ‘It was all about the energy.’

A gaggle of female fans gathered at the front of the Chequers stage, their gazes locked on the Young brothers, who were roughly the same age as these new devotees; even Angus’s less-than-pristine chompers didn’t seem to put them off. The other guys were years older, more shop-soiled, and less appealing to these amateur groupies. ‘The rest of the band were a bunch of dags,’ recalled Morris with a chuckle. ‘They had to go.’

Still, Dave Evans and the others survived long enough to contribute to AC/DC’s recording debut, their own helter-skelter take on ‘Baby, Please Don’t Go’, along with some originals. This session, overseen by Vanda, Young and engineer Richard Lush, took place in January 1974, in between unlikely live gigs such as a Greek wedding, where the band ad-libbed a rendition of ‘Zorba the Greek’.

If anything, that first AC/DC recording showed that singer Evans wasn’t the right fit for the band. His taste in music simply didn’t gel with Angus’s. ‘I honestly didn’t like his music,’ Evans would tell a reporter as recently as 2012.

Further AC/DC gigs followed in Sydney in the early months of 1974, including a residency at the Hampton Court Hotel and subsequent all-nighters at Chequers, with the band slipping in more originals among the obligatory covers. Then, in early 1974, Michael Browning, a Melbourne-based promoter, and until recently the manager of the all-conquering Billy Thorpe, received a call that would change his life – and vastly improve the fortunes of Angus and the band.
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‘WE CANCELLED THEM; THEY DIDN’T CANCEL US’

MICHAEL BROWNING, JUST months back from a failed attempt to crack the UK market with Billy Thorpe, was a music industry veteran at 27. He’d begun his career running the Melbourne clubs Bertie’s and Sebastian’s, before moving into management. He now ran another Melbourne venue, the Hard Rock Cafe.

The Hard Rock was an imposing five-storey joint. It had a hamburger shop on one level, a record store on another, and an elevated stage on the rooftop for showcase gigs. The main venue was in the basement. Browning booked bands six nights of the week, leaving Tuesdays free for the lively local gay community, who, over time, became more than passingly familiar with AC/DC. Mandrax, known to its mainly female users as ‘Mandies’ – and to eager blokes as a reliable ‘leg opener’ – was the venue’s drug of choice. Barely legals in awkward heels would stumble down the venue’s stairwell, well and truly under the influence.

Browning was always on the lookout for groups to book. One morning he was on the phone with his colleague Michael Chugg, a Sydney-based promoter. ‘Got any new bands, Chuggy?’ he asked.

Chugg mentioned that there was a new act doing the rounds, featuring the younger brothers of George Young. ‘They’re called AC/DC. You should check them out.’

Browning didn’t need a lot of convincing. He’d been a huge fan of The Easybeats, and figured that an act with such an impressive bloodline was at least worth a look. He learned that AC/DC was currently on a national tour with Lou Reed – along with another former Easybeat, the troubled Stevie Wright – and booked them to play at the Hard Rock for mid-August 1974, when they’d be in town with Reed.

It was hard to miss Angus as the band got ready for their debut Hard Rock gig: he was the only person backstage in a school uniform, the letter ‘A’ emblazoned on his cap, a lit ciggie clouding his face in smoke. Browning wasn’t convinced that Angus was with the band; perhaps he was a crazy fan, or someone’s truant little brother. ‘This is a venue for grownups,’ Browning thought to himself. ‘What’s Chuggy on about?’

Angus, Malcolm and the band plugged in and began to play. Now the veteran of a few dozen gigs, Angus had shed his anxiousness onstage and immersed himself in his character, the guitar-wielding schoolboy from hell. He busted out some Chuck Berry moves and then collapsed to the ground in a pool of his own sweat, legs flailing in the air like a dying bug, all the while spitting out a mind-blowing solo on his trusty SG.

It was a remarkable thing to witness from close range, and Browning was left speechless. At first he was concerned that Angus was having a seizure, but he soon recognised it for what it was: pure rock and roll excitement. And he could see the band had enormous potential. ‘I just couldn’t take my eyes – or my ears – off Angus and Malcolm,’ he admitted.

So just how did this dying bug routine come to Angus? It seemed that he once tripped over while playing and, fearing humiliation, just kept going while prone. The accident went over so well it became part of his act. ‘Yeah, I tripped over a lead,’ he confirmed to a DJ at Sydney’s 2JJ, ‘fell on me knees … I thought people thought I was a fuckin’ idiot so I started bobbin’ around on the ground.’ As for his onstage hyperactivity – that was a practical decision. Angus figured that the more he moved, the less chance there was that he’d be hit by a flying can, or bottle, or worse.

That August night at the Hard Rock couldn’t have been more fortuitous for the band. Browning was still dreaming of managing the first Australian group to crack the international market, an ambition that dovetailed neatly with Malcolm’s plans for global domination. After AC/DC’s set, Browning paid the band members $200 and asked what they had coming up. Malcolm said they were playing shows in Adelaide and Perth, and then planned to swing by Melbourne again, on their way back to Sydney. Browning quickly booked them for some return Hard Rock dates.
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The Reed tour would prove to be a blessing, of sorts, for Angus and the group. At their gig in Adelaide on 17 August, former Fraternity singer Bon Scott was in the crowd, looking on as Angus tangled with a gaggle of hecklers at the front of the stage.

‘Hey,’ a yob yelled at the kid with the satchel, taunting him. ‘Come on down here, mate.’

Angus ran an eye over the unruly mob and stepped up to the microphone. ‘Go and get fucked,’ he growled. Then he and Malcolm kept playing, louder than before.

In the crowd, Scott looked around for a weapon to protect himself during the inevitable stage invasion and brawl, but it never happened. He was impressed by how Angus and Malcolm, guys so slight that a strong wind could blow them over, had held their own.

Overall, though, the band’s cross-country odyssey was a disaster. In a classic case of mistaken identity, they’d driven all the way across the Nullarbor to Perth only to learn they’d been booked to play at a gay cabaret. The promoter saw the name AC/DC, noticed that they’d played with the gender-bending Lou Reed and figured they had to be perfect. Yet rather than queens wearing sequins, he got a band led by two pint-sized brothers with lousy attitudes: one a chain-smoking schoolboy, the other dressed like a jockey. The gig didn’t go well.

The band limped back into Adelaide. As they set up for another show, a beat-up old car came tearing in their direction, raising dust. At the wheel was a leering madman, his head stuck out the driver’s window, a mile-wide grin on his face. It was Bon Scott, still on the mend from a recent bike crash that had put him in a coma. Booze helped his healing and tonight he was feeling no pain.

As they played, Angus kept gesturing to Bon to come up and have a sing. Eventually he agreed, slugging from a bottle of bourbon as he took over the mic from Dave Evans. Angus looked at Bon and whispered to Malcolm, ‘I’d be surprised if this guy can walk, let alone sing.’

Yet Bon proved he could do both, screaming his lungs raw as he kept pace with Angus, who was tearing it up on lead, and Malcolm’s turbo-charged rhythm guitar work. Afterwards, Bon talked with the Youngs, and the three learned that they shared Glaswegian roots. It wouldn’t be long before Malcolm was referring to Bon as ‘a brother’, even if their vastly different lifestyles (Bon had done time when he was seventeen on charges including unlawful carnal knowledge) and their age difference (Malcolm was 21, Bon 28) made Bon seem more like a dangerous uncle. Scott offered his services as the band’s roadie/driver. The group was so skint they couldn’t afford even an oily rag, but the Youngs agreed he’d be a handy guy to have around – especially as their dislike of AC/DC’s current singer, Dave Evans, was intensifying.

‘I can play the drums too,’ Scott told them.

Malcolm and Angus, however, had a more immediate problem: they had no way to get themselves out of Adelaide. Denis Laughlin, who until just days earlier had been their manager, had quit after the Perth debacle. Malcolm decided to put in a return-charges call to Michael Browning in Melbourne, to see if he could extend the band an advance on their upcoming dates at the Hard Rock.

Browning agreed in a heartbeat, and the band returned to the Hard Rock in mid-October 1974. After a well-received set, Angus and Malcolm had a chat with Browning in his office. The brothers had no idea that Browning had managed Billy Thorpe, until then the country’s biggest rock star. Thorpe was hard to handle; he was the kind of dude who loved a big entrance. At one festival gig he and the Aztecs were given a bikie escort; at another they flew low over the site in a private plane. He lived very large and spent way more money than he ever earned, which was every manager’s worst nightmare.

‘I’d be interested in managing you,’ Browning told the Youngs. The brothers didn’t say no, and a meeting was arranged in Sydney with Ted Albert and George Young. When that went well, Browning got the gig as AC/DC’s new manager. But he hadn’t quite grasped what he was taking on. ‘I soon learned that I hadn’t signed a band; I’d signed a clan,’ he later wrote.

Browning’s Hard Rock was to become AC/DC’s de facto HQ; they’d play there more than any other Melbourne venue. Because there was no direct access to the stage in the basement, other than fighting your way through the punters sardined into the room, AC/DC had to manufacture another entrance. So they’d gather on nearby Flinders Street, a roadie would remove one of the venue’s industrial fans, and the band would squeeze in through the hole in the wall. While they played, the hole was sealed up again. It helped that the band members were small, but they’d be buggered if there was an emergency.

Browning quickly set in place some solid management practices. Each member was placed on a weekly wage of $60 (roughly $300 in today’s terms) – not bad pay for a band still finding its way. Almost immediately, Angus’s thriftiness was evident; whenever a bandmate was short, he’d come to Angus for a loan. More often than not it was for booze; Angus remained a staunch teetotaller. Browning referred to Angus as the band’s very own Milburn Drysdale, a nod to the banker from TV’s Beverly Hillbillies. Angus and the rest of the band only ever referred to their new manager as ‘Browning’. Warmth didn’t exactly radiate from the Youngs.

Browning had once been staggered to see Oz pop duo Bobby & Laurie riding a Melbourne tram – to his mind, stars didn’t use public transport: they had to make a grand arrival. On his watch, AC/DC always travelled in a car or a van (they’d soon buy a Greyhound bus). And speaking of watches, wearing one on stage was a big no-no. ‘What’s the hurry?’ Browning asked, with some justification. ‘Do you have somewhere else to be?’ Angus and the band must always stay in the moment.

Changes were afoot within the group, too. Angus and Malcolm had outgrown singer Evans. Sometimes they were forced to play extended solos, long instrumental boogies, to win over crowds who didn’t warm to Evans’ glam-slamming manner. He simply didn’t fit with the brothers’ love of bluesy rock. Evans was sacked, and Bon Scott was finally recruited into the band, making his debut on 5 October 1974 at a gig in the Sydney suburb of Brighton-Le-Sands.
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The trailblazing ABC TV show Countdown first aired on 8 November 1974. AC/DC was hired for Countdown’s fourth episode, the first of about three dozen appearances, before an audience of several hundred thousand eager viewers – soon to be more than a million. The timely introduction of colour TV was a great boon, and Countdown proved to be the perfect vehicle for Angus and the band. The program had its very first star in Angus, with Scott as his partner in mirth.

Angus ran amok on Countdown. The various costumes he wore on the show – superheroes and the rest of it – were the product of his own twisted imagination. Browning and the Hard Rock staff – especially Mac, the venue’s in-house chippie – provided practical assistance, helping piece together Angus’s array of outfits and props.

On 29 November, when the band performed ‘Baby, Please Don’t Go’, Angus dressed as an aviation pioneer with a full flowing white scarf, goggles and leather jacket, a smouldering Benson & Hedges wedged between his fingers. He was perched in a homemade plane – the showerhead was an interesting touch. It was as though Biggles had morphed with Albert Steptoe. The other performers on the show, among them pop crooner Daryl Braithwaite and Debbie Byrne, could do little but look on and wonder how the hell they could contend with that. (Unfortunately, this is one of the many early Countdown episodes that were erased due to in-house cost-cutting at the ABC.)

The Angus and Bon show returned three episodes later, again performing ‘Baby’. Angus this time transformed himself into Zorro, all in black – hat, cape, even socks – with a rapier held threateningly in his right hand. Jimmy Page may have played his guitar with a bow, but who ever thought it possible with a foil? As for Scott, he donned snug red bib and braces, with a shark’s tooth dangling from one ear, a mile-wide grin and some highly visible presence in the trouser department. Both visually and musically, AC/DC grabbed you – the audience weren’t quite sure whether they should be scared, amused or turned on. Again, the others on the show – Denise Drysdale and Daddy Cool and so on – discovered that Angus and Bon were a hard act to follow. Only Skyhooks, fellow Countdown regulars and darlings, came close.

Host Molly Meldrum was one of many blown away by AC/DC’s studio appearances. Uncharacteristically, he managed to capture his feelings in one word: ‘Fantastic.’ Over time, the mutual benefits grew: Countdown scored huge ratings and AC/DC gained massive nationwide exposure. The band even acquired free passport photos, leftovers from a photo shoot conducted on the Countdown set (shots that also appeared on their album T.N.T.).

The band’s fortunes were clearly on the improve. They’d signed a formal deal with Alberts, which ensured that Vanda and Young would be their producers for the foreseeable future. And given their regular gigs at the Hard Rock – they played something like a dozen gigs there in the early months of 1975 – along with a thriving live music scene in Melbourne, it was agreed they’d shift to the south permanently. It was the first time Angus and Malcolm had lived away from home, a situation Malcolm, in particular, revelled in. He referred to this period as ‘some of the happiest days of my life’; they mainly comprised playing, drinking and rooting. Independence suited him.

Browning located the perfect ‘band house’ in Lansdowne Road, East St Kilda a sprawling old joint that had seen better days but that provided ample space for the members of AC/DC to live and rehearse in. Their crew also moved in: Ralph the Roadie, a Bon buddie from his days with Fraternity, and teenager Tana Douglas, probably Australia’s first female roadie, an escapee from a cloistered private girls’ school in Toowoomba. The open-door policy meant that a large chunk of the local wildlife – including jaded hookers, strung-out junkies, street kids and the rest of them – also set up base at Lansdowne Road. It was like a trashier version of the house that The Monkees shared in their hit TV show, the days passing in a blur of booze, dope – despite Angus’s intractable views about ‘fucking hippie cunts’ – and ‘blows’ (jam sessions), plus the occasional visit to the VD clinic, where Bon was on a first-name basis with the nurses.

‘Casa AC/DC’ began to attract some media attention. During what was clearly a slow news week, a local newspaper set out to record the number of young women seen passing through the doors of Lansdowne Road over seven days. They came up with a figure of 100.

‘110,’ Angus corrected with a chuckle, when asked.

‘There was more action happening there than ever since,’ said Malcolm. ‘We drank like there was no tomorrow. We woke up and drank again and continued like that for a long time.’

The never-ending good times were occasionally interrupted by a hostile parent, such as the father who dragged Scott through the house’s rose garden, after the singer had been caught defiling his newest female fan. The plate Scott wore for his front teeth, which he’d needed after his horrific bike accident in South Australia, was lost in the melee. Angus took in much of the mayhem from the safe haven of his bedroom, either working out yet another soon-to-be-golden riff, burying his head in a comic book or glued to the TV, chain-smoking all the while. One of his favourite TV shows was Get Smart, a sharp, funny spy satire created by Mel Brooks. The guy had taste. Although an introvert by nature, at least away from the stage, Angus did like to hold court at Lansdowne Road when the mood took him, regaling anyone willing to listen with stories of the gigs he’d seen and the heights to which his band would ascend.

Angus was the master of the brutal put-down. He came up with nicknames for the opposition, those local bands who were stealing AC/DC’s audience, their record sales and/or their potential girlfriends. No one was excluded from his hitlist: pop kings Sherbet played ‘tea towel rock’, according to Angus; multicultural rockers Hush were the ‘Blue Suede Thongs’. Even an Alberts labelmate, William Shakespeare, a slightly tragic middle-aged warbler in faux Edwardian costume, wasn’t excluded – Angus called him ‘Willy Shake It’. As for archrivals Skyhooks, soon to explode with their era-defining album Living in the 70’s – well, it was best not to mention them in Angus’s company at all. He and the rest of the band craved the chance to show them who was the best band in the land.

‘Angus was a funny little fucker,’ said Mark Evans, who would join the band on bass in March 1975. Drummer Phil Rudd, formerly of the group Buster Brown, a no-nonsense dude with some ‘colourful’ buddies – among them a bloke who didn’t leave home without a handgun tucked down the back of his jeans – was also added to the group, as the classic AC/DC line-up fell into place.

[image: ]

Having a couple of hard men like Scott and Rudd on board helped when the band travelled to Melbourne’s outer suburbs on Australia Day in 1975, for the Sunbury Pop Festival. The payday for the gig was a hefty $300, and the audience somewhere around the 30,000 mark. AC/DC was scheduled to play just before British headliners Deep Purple. Recently crowned ‘the world’s loudest band’, the Brits were pocketing a handsome $60,000 for their set.

‘Let’s blow these fuckers off the stage,’ Angus and Malcolm said as they made their way to the gig in a recent band acquisition, an ageing truck nicknamed ‘Swivel Hips’ for its inability to travel in a straight line. To get the late-afternoon crowd in the mood, thousands of cardboard cut-outs of Angus had been distributed among the faithful at Sunbury; a sea of schoolboys grinned back at the band from the crowd as they reached the site.

But there was trouble brewing. Tana Douglas had tried to set up the band’s ‘backline’, their onstage sound gear, but was told by Deep Purple’s crew to ‘pull it’. When she reported this to the band, their reaction was classic AC/DC: ‘Fuck them. Go and do it again.’ When she did, Douglas met the same resistance: it appeared that word had spread about these local rockers. Deep Purple now demanded to play before AC/DC.

‘No chance of getting blown off stage then,’ figured Douglas, who ignored them and continued setting up the band’s gear. When she was again confronted, things turned physical, and the entire band, as well as manager Browning and George Young, quickly joined in the fracas.

As Douglas remembered it, ‘The Young brothers – in fact all of AC/DC – were neither the heftiest or tallest men on the planet. But they could be feisty bastards when they were revved up. And now they were revved up, good and proper.’

An all-in brawl erupted on the stage in full view of the crowd. Douglas impressed herself by knocking a Deep Purple roadie flat on his arse with one punch. Browning caught Purple’s manager, Bruce Payne, flush on the chin, drawing blood. Eventually, security and production personnel intervened, preventing an incensed AC/DC from killing the festival’s headline act.

‘You’ve got two choices,’ the promoter told Browning and the band in a swiftly arranged sit-down. ‘Either play early tomorrow morning or not at all.’

‘Fuck Sunbury,’ the band quickly agreed, and they drove straight back to Melbourne. No promoter or band, regardless of their stature, would stop AC/DC from plugging in and doing what they had come to do.

This decision by the group was, in the words of Browning, ‘a career-changing lesson’, a catalyst in their mission to leave Australia for the United Kingdom as soon as possible. They even set a target date: early 1976. To them, what happened at Sunbury typified the mindset of Australian promoters, who were too much in awe of international acts to properly support homegrown bands.

In one of the band’s first major interviews, with RAM magazine in April 1975, a belligerent Angus related his version of the events at Sunbury. Things hadn’t started well, he admitted, as he learned soon after arriving that all the local bands were sharing one trailer backstage, while Deep Purple ‘had everything else, all the other caravans and changing rooms, ’cause they’re international, right? Then there’s a brawl and we cancelled, y’know. They wanted to put us on the next day but we said, Up yours … But we cancelled them; they didn’t cancel us.’
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In mid-March, AC/DC set up to play at Prahran’s grimy Station Hotel, another regular gig. Among the curious crowd that night at the Station was bassist-in-waiting Mark Evans, who planned to join the band for their second set, his public debut.

Even with a primitive PA and no lights, the briefly four-piece AC/DC – Malcolm played bass for the first set – was something to witness, full of fire. During a break, one of Evans’ mates nodded towards Angus, who’d been in overdrive from the first song onwards, and asked, ‘Is he like that all the time?’

Evans was confused. ‘Waddya mean?’

‘You know,’ his mate continued, ‘he’s a bit wound up. What’s he on?’

When Evans said that he had no idea, his mate pressed him. ‘Find out, will you. I want some.’

This was something of a popular myth during the early days of the band – and also said something about the boozy, druggy environment in which they were playing. Surely, it was reasoned, no one ‘straight’ could play like Angus, with such wild power and crazy, frenetic energy. And no one in their right mind would willingly drop to the sticky carpet of the Station Hotel, as Angus did that night, and go into a whirling spasm. The floor was even nastier than the dunnies. The guy had to be wasted. Right?

Of course the truth came as an even bigger shock: Angus didn’t indulge at all, he just lost himself when he strapped on his Gibson and started playing. What the punters at the Station were witnessing, as would many million others in the future, was pure Angus, a pint-sized powerhouse fired by nothing but furious energy and industrial-sized ambition.

‘I was stunned,’ admitted Evans after this first night of playing with the band, ‘at how he could play so quickly, cleanly and precisely while gyrating and spinning around on the filthy Station Hotel floor.’ As he shot out sparks of electricity, Angus also emitted what Evans described as ‘a snot cyclone’, the direct result of his diet of cigs, chocolate milk and spag bol, spraying anyone nearby. Evans’ reaction was the same as that of everyone else in the room: ‘I was gobsmacked.’

The following night, 20 March, Angus and the band plugged in at the far larger Waltzing Matilda, a giant bunker of a place with a capacity of around 1200. With a low door charge of $2, and a bar that kept serving until 11.30 pm (90 minutes later than most venues), the Waltzing Matilda had a lot going for it. Places like this and the Matthew Flinders, the Largs Pier in Adelaide and the Bondi Lifesaver in Sydney – where the band played so loudly that they killed all the fish in the room’s aquarium – were the making of AC/DC. These were rowdy, often ugly joints where the band played with eardrum-busting volume to grab the crowd’s attention, while coping with the sometimes over-the-top reaction of the yobs to Angus’s antics.

During one show at the Matthew Flinders, if not for the quick thinking of roadie Tana Douglas, Angus would certainly have been arrested. Thinking he was underage, some plain-clothes coppers were in the room, waiting for Angus and the band to begin, which was when they planned to move in and make their arrest. Before their set, Douglas started talking with the cops. One offered to buy her a drink, which she happily accepted. Angus was now off the hook, because the plain-clothes man had just plied an underage woman – Douglas – with alcohol. The irony ran deep: Angus himself was twenty years old – and a teetotaller. It wouldn’t have been much of a bust.

A gig at the Manhattan Hotel, in Ringwood, during early 1975 brought home just how ugly things could get at these suburban bloodhouses. Moments before going on stage, the band was warned by Ralph the Roadie that beer glasses were being hurled from the venue’s upper level onto the crowd below. The crowd were pissed as newts, coated in glass and blood, and ready to riot.

Warily, the band made their way to the stage. As they played, Angus made a rare misstep – he climbed to the top of the PA during a solo, making himself a target. A glass hit the neck of his guitar, cutting his hand. Furious, he swiftly scaled down the speaker stack and led the band off the stage. This was the first time they’d bailed on a gig, but with good reason. A few minutes later Ralph returned with the latest report: he’d seen someone throw a bloke from the top deck, and he’d crashed to the floor below. As tough as they were – and many close to him acknowledged that Angus could be a handful when fired up – the band was horrified. Although they could hear the sound of police sirens in the car park, they were ordered not to leave the bandroom. It was an hour after the venue was cleared that they were finally released into the night, bloodied – Angus had his hand bandaged – and bewildered.

Angus had shrugged off the effect of such violence when he spoke with Juke magazine, laughing as he described some gigs as ‘dodge a bottle here, dodge a fist there’, but the reality was a bit different. After this latest incident, he cornered his manager. ‘Browning,’ Angus asked, ‘any chance we can get some chicken wire surrounding the stages? I’m sick of being a target.’

Browning couldn’t bring himself to tell Angus how outrageous this would seem to venue owners – and crowds. But he did get Angus’s point: it was dangerous out there.
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It was a relief for the band to return to the more welcoming environment of Countdown, where their biggest threat was horny, shrieking teenage girls. Their next appearance on the show, on 23 March, was one that very few people would ever forget – and not, this time, because of Angus’s costume and performance.

Angus was frequently nervous backstage, and tonight his mood was seriously jittery: they’d just been called to the stage and the lead singer was nowhere to be seen. When Scott finally did appear and their performance began, his nerves changed to a smirk: unbeknown to the others, Scott had raided the ABC wardrobe department and he strutted onto the set in pigtails and a grey schoolgirl’s tunic. He casually sparked up a smoke as Angus tore into a solo. Lewd and tattooed, Scott was the mangiest schoolgirl to ever scare the kids on national TV – and the interplay between him and Angus was inspired. Fortunately, the tape of this episode wasn’t erased.

This Countdown spot was perhaps the best early example of the Angus and Bon show, a key element of the band in their pre-superstardom era. It was hard to work out just who brought out what trait in the other, but the end result was that Angus’s love of dress-up and his natural playing flair, when shaken and stirred with Bon’s inner ham – he was a sort of X-rated vaudevillian – proved an irresistible force. (Bon’s leathery-tough voice, big-balled swagger and ‘street poetry’ lyrics were other drawcards.) Together, they were a leering, laughing, double-headed beast, the focal point of a great band on the rise. They seemed to love performing together, sometimes with Angus perched on Scott’s brawny shoulders, both raining perspiration.

What made the dynamic even more interesting was that Angus and Bon shared little offstage, beyond a mutual love of comics and classic rock and roll. Angus shunned pretty much everyone and everything bar his guitar, while Scott grabbed life by the neck and gave it a squeeze. His fondness for drugs was such that, when younger, he was once dubbed ‘Ronnie Roadtest’ – a nod to his willingness to consume and to his real first name, Ronald. Angus still saw drug use as the domain of hopeless hippies. He remained a loner with few girlfriends, while party boy Scott had already been married. Browning had once looked on in surprise as Scott visited two women in the same maternity ward.

Regardless of their massive differences, when Angus and Bon played together, it was pure rock and roll magic. AC/DC was on its way.
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‘LEAVE MY LITTLE BROTHER ALONE’

FOR ANGUS AND Malcolm, AC/DC was their entire lives. Nothing else on the ‘outside’ – women, parties, the high life – mattered as much as the band. They were young and ambitious, driven by a burning desire to get to the top. Glasgow and Villawood, even Burwood, were distant memories: the only thing that concerned them now was playing, recording and spreading the gospel according to AC/DC. Anyone who didn’t share their drive, or who got in their way, ended up as collateral damage.

The lives of the band members were ruled by their weekly worksheet, typically a packed schedule of gigs, travel and recording sessions. They lived, breathed and shat AC/DC. And, as Mark Evans admitted, their shared attitude towards fellow bands bordered on contempt. ‘We believed that we could out-rock every band in Australia – and that showed in our general attitude … It wasn’t the most endearing attitude, but it motivated us enormously.’

AC/DC worked incredibly hard to prove their point. In 1974 they played upwards of 100 gigs – that number would double in 1975, as they trekked all over the country – along with numerous studio sessions with Vanda and Young, where they cut their first two albums, T.N.T. and High Voltage. There was no such thing as downtime – they either played, recorded or travelled every day, and sometimes all three. During one particularly lively weekend in early 1975, they left Melbourne for Sydney, filmed two videos, then flew to Adelaide for a run of dates at the Largs Pier Hotel, with an unplanned diversion to Tassie thrown in as well.

A chance emerged in June 1975 for a one-on-one with the rock band of the moment, Skyhooks, whose debut LP, Living in the 70’s, was blowing up around the country, becoming the bestselling Australian album to that time. The site was a radio-sponsored event at Sydney’s Hordern Pavilion, and once again Angus was in the thick of the action.

AC/DC came on immediately before Skyhooks, and planned to show these Melbourne upstarts, not to mention the several thousand fans inside the Hordern, just who could rock the hardest, or at least be the most controversial. On Browning’s suggestion, it was agreed that the band would start a ruckus at the end of their set, which would result in Browning and others – dressed as cops – rushing the stage and hustling Angus and co. into the wings. Nothing created controversy like a public arrest, even if it was a complete fabrication.

As they tore into ‘Baby, Please Don’t Go’, their regular closer, Scott teetered on the edge of the stage, ogling his usual gaggle of female admirers. Bassist Evans stepped forward and gave Scott a nudge with his foot, sending the singer flying into the crowd, which swallowed him whole. Then Evans got into what he described as ‘a friendly little wrestle’ with Angus – all part of the act. As they rolled around onstage, crew came from everywhere, trying to protect the gear – no one outside the band knew about the planned skirmish. Eventually, Browning and his fellow ‘cops’ escorted the band off stage. Scott, meanwhile, had passed out cold and was slowly being extricated from the moshpit.

Backstage, the band – bar a still groggy Scott – laughed it up, until Margaret Young, who wasn’t in on the joke, took charge of the room. She could be every bit as feisty as her brothers, and right now her sights were turned on Evans.

‘You,’ Margaret said, scowling at the bass player, ‘leave my little brother alone.’

Michael Browning had been right: the Youngs were a clan. If you weren’t one of them, it was best to tread warily.
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Countdown wasn’t done with AC/DC yet, and the band continued racking up appearances. They appeared on 30 March, with Angus back in his schoolboy blues, scabby knees on full display (playing the uncharacteristically downbeat ‘Love Song’) and then again on 25 May. This time Angus transformed himself into Superman, which was an interesting choice: while he could play his guitar like a superhero, he was probably the scrawniest Clark Kent ever seen. Angus rechristened his creation ‘SuperAng’. Proving how crucial they’d become to the show’s success, the band played two songs this time, ‘High Voltage’ and ‘Baby, Please Don’t Go’, and also backed up a cameo from Molly Meldrum, who vamped his way through a country tune named ‘Good Morning’. For once, even Angus was upstaged.

The ABC also forked out some production money for two outside film shoots, something they’d only previously done for Skyhooks. One captured the now-iconic video for ‘It’s a Long Way to the Top’, the first of Bon Scott’s great rock and roll vérité songs about life on the road (‘Ride On’ and ‘Highway to Hell’, among others, would follow). This was a no-fuss shoot: the plan was to sardine the band onto the back of a flatbed truck and drive them down Melbourne’s Swanston Street while they played ‘Long Way’ as if their life depended on it. It was a tight fit, made even more snug by the presence of three Rats of Tobruk pipers; Angus swore that he spent much of the journey trying not to tumble off the lorry. But when the sound system on the truck was cranked up, the band slipped comfortably into its groove and a curious crowd gathered. The sight of a tattooed, snaggle-toothed singer, a manic schoolboy guitarist in short sleeves and some bagpipe-wielding kilt-wearers rolling through Melbourne’s CBD at peak hour raised a few eyebrows. Looking at the video, you can clearly read the expression on the faces of some onlookers: What on earth is this? If you look even more closely, you can see a female fan offering Scott a joint as the band motors along. Good times.

Interestingly, it was Angus who drolly rewrote Bon’s lyrics into ‘It’s a long way to the shop if you want a sausage roll’, which remains part of the Aussie vernacular today, along with a few X-rated variations.

The next Countdown-backed video the band shot was for ‘Jailbreak’. The ensuing chaos almost left them down one guitarist. The plan, again, was simple enough: shoot the five of them doing their thing on a rocky outcrop in an outer Melbourne suburb, set off a few pyros, and then intercut some ‘dramatic’ footage that amped up the song’s storyline about an inmate who goes on the run but ends up ‘with a bullet in his back’.

In those pre-OH&S times, the so-called pyro ‘experts’ on set had filled a selection of orange juice containers with petrol and then fired them from a thick metal tube – basically, it was a homemade cannon. They casually instructed the band to ignore the bombs and keep playing, but Angus (dressed as a convict) and the others had no idea when or where the explosions would occur. The bombs were so convincing, in fact, that Angus, when the faux prison gates were set alight and he was directed to run through them after Bon, came perilously close to becoming a human torch. The grimace on his face told the story, as did the singed hairs on his head.

While not necessarily the safest way to make a living, these clips helped the band gain a foothold in the charts – ‘Long Way to the Top’ was their first Top 10 single, in December 1975. They also shone an even brighter light on the Angus and Bon show. The rest of the band were happy to take a few steps back and give the dynamic duo the spotlight, whether onstage, in videos or even during interviews.

Angus and Bon were starting to enjoy some verbal interplay when faced with journos’ questions. Talking like some kind of wise rock and roll elder, Angus told one reporter that he’d been a ‘reforming influence’ on the wildman Scott. ‘You should have seen the man when I first met him,’ Angus revealed, nodding towards the singer. ‘He couldn’t speak English. It was all “fuck, cunt, piss, shit”. I introduced him to a new side of life. Sent him home with a dictionary.’

Scott confirmed this. ‘He taught me how to say “please, fuck” – and “thank you” afterwards.’
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Angus, as he’d unwillingly proved during the ‘Jailbreak’ shoot, seemed to attract danger. That was made clear during another couple of incidents in 1975, a very lively year for the band. The first mishap occurred at the launch of Myer’s Miss Shop, of all places.

It’s hard to grasp the fact that, in the mid-1970s, Angus and the band were teen idols. While they lacked the eye-candy appeal of Sherbet’s Daryl Braithwaite or Skyhooks’ Shirley Strachan, there was something about AC/DC that drew in ‘the chicks’. Perhaps it was Bon’s heady whiff of rough trade, or Angus’s apparent need of mothering; whatever the reason, teenage girls flocked to the band, although the audiences in the suburban beer barns tended to be burly boofheads sucking down the suds. This female adulation reached crisis point during a planned run of lunchtime dates at Melbourne’s largest department store.

The logic seemed sound: put the band in front of an audience and sales would ensue. But no one, from Browning down, had any real idea what would occur at the first of a planned week-long run of lunchtime dates. While the band took the gig seriously enough to hire a PA, lights and full backline, reserving their own gear for their regular evening gigs, no one thought to hire security or install any kind of stage barrier. As their midday showtime neared, Browning checked out the store and then spoke with the guys in their makeshift backstage. ‘If this lasts past the first song, it’ll be a fucking miracle,’ he told them. The crowd was large and rowdy: clearly, AC/DC’s exposure on Countdown had done the trick.

Angus, wisely, stayed behind Bon as the band set up to play; even then he could sense the vibe was not good. Scott hadn’t yet opened his mouth to sing when a sea of hands started reaching out, grabbing at him, trying to drag him offstage. Within seconds they’d caught their prey and tugged Scott into the crowd. That was just the cue the other fans needed, and they rushed the stage en masse as the rest of the band dropped their instruments and scarpered. Fighting his way out of the scrum, Scott headed for the store’s Elizabeth Street exit (via the ladies’ wear department), pursued by several hundred screaming teens. The rest of the Miss Shop gigs were cancelled; not only had the fans trashed the stage, they’d also looted the store.

The other side of the band’s unruly fanbase showed their colours during an August 1975 gig at the Matthew Flinders Hotel, another of the bacterial beer barns that Angus and the band were regularly playing. More than a thousand punters packed the place as AC/DC started the first of two sets at around 10 pm. As they moved into an extended ‘Baby, Please Don’t Go’, still a key part of their set, Angus headed for the middle of the crowd. It was time for his ‘dying bug’ routine, with roadie Pat Pickett (nicknamed the ‘human Redhead matchstick’ by Angus) frantically running guitar lead as he wove through the audience. Typically, the crowd would part and let Angus do his thing – at worst they might stand close by and bust some air guitar moves as he played. But not tonight.

Someone thought it’d be good sport to start laying the boot into Angus as he lay on the stinky floor playing his backside off, and a few others boofheads joined in. Within seconds, Phil Rudd had leapt out from behind his drum kit, joining Pickett as they tried to protect ‘Little Albie’ from being beaten to a pulp. Rudd hit one of Angus’s assailants with such force that he broke his own thumb. Evans also joined the fray, copping an almighty backhander from one of the security guards, who was having trouble separating drunken thug from angry musician. Angus revived sufficiently to finish ‘Baby, Please Don’t Go’, and then headed off into the night, followed by a bassist spitting blood and a drummer so badly injured that he needed an operation to piece his thumb back together.
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Despite these dangers, AC/DC knew how to squeeze every drop out of a major opportunity, and the Angus and Bon show was on full and bold display just weeks after the chaos of the Matthew Flinders all-in, when they headlined their second 2SM show at Sydney’s Victoria Park. It was staged on the afternoon of 7 September, under clear blue skies. Although their sights were still set firmly on heading offshore, this was big: 2SM, the Catholic Church–owned radio station, was the biggest pop network in Sydney and had a huge influence on the music kids heard and subsequently bought. 2SM’s weekly Top 40 Music Chart was every Sydney teen’s bible – ‘High Voltage’ had already made an impression on the chart. It didn’t hurt that Chris Gilbey, Alberts’ A&R manager, had bought some advertising on the station. One 30-second ad declared that ‘AC/DC is not a nice band’ – a reputation they were doing their best to uphold.

In the outdoor setting of Victoria Park, Angus – and fellow showman Scott – was hell-bent on putting on a show. He’d even acquired an extra-long guitar lead, giving him more room to roam. The stage was a spaghetti junction of power cables, firing a powerful PA. A ladder had been placed next to the speakers, and at one point Angus scaled to the top, one hand on the ladder, the other on his guitar, with photographer Philip Morris close behind. Then, perched precariously on top of the speakers, several metres off the ground, Angus launched into a furious guitar blitzkrieg. The big crowd went berserk.

Photographer Morris descended into the scrum down the front of the stage, snapping away furiously as the show progressed. ‘It was fun and chaotic,’ he recalled of the day. ‘The punters looked on with amazement as they moved around, the road crew trailing in their wake.’

When he returned to the stage, Angus pulled off his trademark spinout routine during ‘Baby, Please Don’t Go’, before climbing onto Scott’s shoulders and racing into the crowd, with Browning and Pickett struggling to keep up. No glasses or punches were thrown this time; instead, the fans went crazy in the best possible way. This was great rock and roll theatre, Angus and Bon at their very best. It seemed that the bigger the venue – and Victoria Park was a massive site on the edge of the city – the better the band performed.
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AC/DC was promoting their debut album, High Voltage, which had been cut late in 1974 in a very economical two weeks. Much of the second week had been devoted strictly to Angus’s solos, now a key part of the band’s aural assault, and to Scott’s deliciously lewd vocals.

Angus loved working at Alberts – many years later, he was gutted when he found out the studio had been demolished. ‘I would have liked to have taken the fucking walls with me and kept them,’ he said. ‘A guitar just came to life in there. It was a little downtrodden, but it had a great vibe, this energy to it.’

The next year, while the band made their second LP, T.N.T., a couple of key events went down. George and Angus became locked in a disagreement. George, who hadn’t shed his Glaswegian accent, told Angus to ‘stop being such a fookin’ prima donna’. His brother responded in typical Young fashion and took an almighty swing at him, and together they tumbled out into the hallway, throwing punches. Even though the fight, according to one onlooker, was a serious mismatch, it confirmed that Angus took his music deadly fucking seriously. Sometimes nothing else mattered, not even family.

More significantly, Vanda and Young, as producers, sat down with Angus and Malcolm during the sessions. Talk turned to the band’s sound. Angus and Malcolm had a question: should they try to stretch themselves, they asked, as all the great bands had done? Vanda and Young had just produced their biggest pop hit, John Paul Young’s ‘Yesterday’s Hero’, so it was clear that they were pushing in new directions. Should AC/DC follow suit?

‘No,’ George said. ‘You’ve got your thing, your own sound. Stick with it.’

He was speaking from experience: why tinker with a successful formula, as The Easybeats had done years earlier when they followed up their biggest hit, ‘Friday on My Mind’, with the overcooked flop ‘Heaven and Hell’? As writer Clinton Walker surmised beautifully in his book Highway to Hell, ‘George’s brilliance was that he never tried to polish a turd.’

‘Fuck the bum notes if it’s cooking,’ George told Angus. This may well have been the best piece of advice that he ever received.
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By this time, Michael Browning had started making plans for the band’s move to the United Kingdom, with the aid of his well-connected sister Coral, who was based in London and active in the music biz. Both Brownings were as determined to spread the AC/DC gospel as the band was to get the hell out of Australia. Coral Browning did major early groundwork; over time she would become AC/DC’s very own den mother.

Coral had a copy of a video shot during a gig at Melbourne’s Festival Hall, which she would show to UK record execs on a portable Fairchild video cassette machine, on loan from her brother – a smart bit of gear the band referred to as Browning’s ‘Maxwell Smart’ briefcase. The promo video gave Angus – this time in all white, bar his red ankle socks – loads of screen time. The band was captured playing ‘High Voltage’ at a Festival Hall gig. A fairly rudimentary lighting rig flashed the band’s name, while crowd shots showed fans frantically waving AC/DC banners. Among them was one that read ‘ANGUS U SPUNK’, handcrafted by the man himself the afternoon before the gig at the band’s HQ, and discreetly slipped to the faithful. (Another screamed: ‘AC/DC’S GOT BALLS’.) Those on the inside knew that this high-energy, super-sweaty clip had been carefully stage-managed, but that mattered little: it was the perfect promo for the band.

Among the execs shown this video was Phil Carson of Atlantic Records, who’d worked with heavyweights such as Led Zeppelin and ABBA. Barely halfway through the ‘High Voltage’ clip, Carson told Coral to turn the machine off. ‘Get your brother on the phone now,’ he said excitedly. ‘Let’s do a deal.’

A good-enough agreement was swiftly struck: an advance of $25,000 and a royalty rate of 12%. All this went into the Alberts coffers, who would then pay the band a wage – slightly more than their current $60 per week, but not by much – and use this label money to help them get established in London. It was agreed that AC/DC would base themselves there from early April 1976. They were on their way.

There was, however, still plenty of work to do in Australia before their quest for world domination began. In the second half of 1975 alone, the band played virtually every day, touring Tasmania, New South Wales, Western Australia, South Australia and the Top End, as well as holding down their regular Melbourne gigs; they even took their first trip over the ditch to New Zealand. Somewhere in the midst of all this activity they returned to their recording home, Alberts Studio, to cut Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap, their third album, a record that proved just how right George Young’s ‘stick to what you do best’ adage was.

Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap, which wouldn’t see daylight until October 1976, contained yet another brace of stellar AC/DC cuts: the hypnotic slow blooze of ‘Ride On’, one of their all-time best, featuring a devastating Angus solo; ‘Problem Child’, which could well have been a theme song for their manic guitarist; and the title track, which featured Angus on backing ‘ois’, barking his vocals as though he had something wedged in his throat. The song ‘Dirty Deeds’ was inspired by a cartoon that Angus loved when he was a kid, Beany and Cecil. One character, Dishonest John, would produce a card that read: ‘Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap. Holidays, Sundays and Special Rates.’

The front cover of the Australian edition of Dirty Deeds featured a terrific cartoon drawing of the band’s two central characters: the cockatoo tatt on Scott’s muscly forearm was surrounded by the album’s title; he wore his pants painfully tight, his lined face was caught mid-roar. Angus, meanwhile, was in full ‘Little Albie’ mode, ubiquitous ciggie dangling from his lips, cap pulled low over his eyes, giving the world a cheeky ‘up yours’ with his picking fingers. Perfect.
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Countdown was not a show to miss out on some exclusive content, and a camera crew – as well as the face of the show, Molly Meldrum – caught up with the band as they prepared to board a London-bound Garuda 707 on 1 April 1976. It would be an arduous flight, some 36 hours, but the mood in the camp was upbeat and playful. They were ready.

The camera rolling, Meldrum rambled for a bit before cutting to one of his trademark softball questions: to what – or who – does the band owe its success?

Bon Scott, in a rare sombre moment, took a moment to think this over. ‘It’s nothing to do with us at all,’ he replied, looking deeply into his Scotch and coke for inspiration. ‘Our success is due to the taste of the public.’

Bon’s seriousness took everyone by surprise. Angus, seated alongside him, was sporting a pudding-bowl haircut that would have done Friar Tuck proud; it seemed odd to see him out of uniform, in his civvies. He dragged on a ciggie and said very little.

The next subject was the bagpipes, and George Young’s idea to use them on ‘Long Way to the Top’, which gave Scott the chance to throw out a not-so-subtle reference to ‘blowing and fingering’, teamed with a snigger that would have done Benny Hill proud.

Angus became a little more animated when Molly asked about AC/DC’s influences. ‘We’ve always been a rock and roll band,’ he said. ‘That’s always what we’ve played. That’s what we always want to keep playing: rock and roll.’

When asked about ‘taking on the Poms’ – a question that made their odyssey sound more like an Ashes battle – Angus kept a level head. ‘We are confident,’ he said, ‘but not overconfident.’ He took another puff on his B&H and wished the interview over.

Just then, their Alberts labelmate Ted Mulry gatecrashed the makeshift set, and an impromptu singalong of ‘Long Way’ began. Bon, Angus and a mightily hungover Mark Evans hoisted Mulry onto their shoulders, as fellow travellers looked on warily, wondering what the commotion was all about.

The interview was over. AC/DC had a plane to catch. London was calling.
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‘ARE WE RICH? WE JUST BOUGHT BIG BEN!’

AT HEATHROW, A long black limo waited curbside, courtesy of Atlantic Records, a rare but welcome indulgence after a plane trip so long that some drinking members of the band – everyone bar Angus, that is – endured at least two hangovers while in the sky. Back home they were used to their dodgy, third-hand Greyhound bus, which probably spent more time in the shop than on the road. A limo was heaven on wheels.

Browning had rented a new HQ for the band and their crew, a sizeable terrace at 49 Inverness Avenue, Bayswater, barely ten minutes from the centre of London. The local, the Ducks and Drakes, was just around the corner. Space was allocated according to the band’s well-established hierarchy: Angus, Bon and Malcolm each got private rooms, leaving Rudd, Evans and the crew to wrestle over what remained.

Still, they hadn’t lost their gang mentality; Angus felt the band was so insular they were ‘like the Mafia’. Now the opposition included some of the biggest acts in the world.

The ever-resourceful Countdown sourced a London-based crew to speak with the band soon after they settled in. Typically, Angus and Bon took charge – that was the way it always went, onstage or off. Angus, his matchstick arms draped in a blue and white striped T-shirt, was enjoying a rare burst of London sunshine. Bon, typically, was shirtless; all he wore was a pair of denim shorts and a big smile. A banana was tucked suggestively into his waistband, just in case your eyes weren’t drawn there in the first place. His shorts were again painfully tight.

How has the trip been going, they were asked.

‘When the people come to see us,’ Bon explained between mouthfuls, ‘we give them the show we give the Australian people, you know?’

‘Are you rich?’ the interviewer asked. ‘Are you making the bread?’

‘We just bought Big Ben,’ Angus deadpanned, his hands on his hips, barely suppressing a smirk.

The conversation shifted to songwriting: where did they find the time to write? What inspired them?

Hotel rooms were handy places to work on new material, Angus explained. And as for inspiration, well, he had that covered too. ‘Kangaroos,’ he said, getting the jump on the early UK media references to the band, which would typically mention native species, beer and convicts – the usual colonial backwater claptrap. (Angus’s schoolboy uniforms gave the press something else to scoff at, but he continued to wear them.)

As throwaway as it all seemed, Angus made it clear the band was on a mission, especially when talk turned to the legends, The Stones and The Beatles.

‘We’re better,’ he scoffed.

‘Who needs them?’ added Bon, equally unimpressed. ‘They’re last year’s model.’

With that, Angus introduced ‘Jail – break’ (the pause deliberate), and then he, Bon and the rest of the band dashed across the road like a poor man’s Fab Five, disappearing into a nearby pub, where they ordered four pints and a chocolate milk (‘for the lad’).
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By the time of this early UK interview, plenty had happened to the band, and not all of it quite according to their script of world domination. Their first move was intended to be a tour with Back Street Crawler, the new band of former Free guitarist Paul Kossoff. It was a near-perfect match, too, Free being both one of Angus’s favourite bands and a group that shared AC/DC’s bluesier ways. But Kossoff, a troubled junkie, died from heart failure while on a mid-Atlantic flight back to the United Kingdom. He was only 25.

Bon Scott, in particular, took the news incredibly hard. ‘That cunt Paul Kossoff fucked up our first tour,’ he famously told RAM magazine back in Australia. ‘Wait’ll Angus gets hold of him.’

While Angus and the band bided their time, awaiting news of their next move, a burgeoning musical movement was grabbing loads of attention in the UK media: punk rock. Punk seemed a natural reaction to the music that was clogging the charts at the time – on the week of AC/DC’s arrival, the UK Top 10 featured The Brotherhood of Man (‘Save Your Kisses for Me’), ABBA (‘Fernando’), Sailor (‘Girls Girls Girls’) and The Bay City Rollers – high-calorie pop in excelsis. Among punk’s earliest poster boys in the UK would be Aussie expats The Saints, who’d peeled the paint off the walls at Sydney’s Chequers a few years earlier. By September 1976, thanks to a tearaway single named ‘(I’m) Stranded’ and some undeniably good fortune, they were the press’s punk band du jour. Chequers wasn’t their only link to Angus and AC/DC: Chris Gilbey had left his post at Alberts to manage the band.

There were a number of factors driving punk, such as hefty unemployment and a strong whiff of social despair. But punk – typified by the ‘hate everything’ stance of The Sex Pistols’ Johnny Rotten – was also a fashion statement, a trend. And Angus had a strong resistance to anything that ponged of bandwagon-jumping.

He got into this in a catch-up with Countdown’s Molly Meldrum. ‘When we arrived [in the UK], they were already getting into this punk stuff, so for us, we were lucky in the respect that people who came and saw us, it was something different. We always steered away from someone calling us punks or whatever, we kept away from any banner. A tag’s a bit shallow.’

‘They’re just shite,’ Angus told Sydney’s 2JJ when asked about the new punk acts. ‘They can’t play, they can’t sing.’

The ‘visual thing’, to Angus, was all punk had going for it. Angus also referred to punk in the United Kingdom as a ‘very political thing – a dole queue type thing’. And politics held little appeal for him; he just wanted to play his guitar.

Funnily enough, a run of rural New South Wales dates in late December 1975 had been promoted with a poster showing only Angus that screamed: ‘AC/DC: HIGH VOLTAGE PUNK ROCK.’ Yet to Angus and the band, punk was an empty term, as good as meaningless.

Angus’s view that AC/DC offered ‘something different’ was on full and ample display at their first UK gig, which took place on 23 April 1976 at a nondescript Hammersmith pub called the Red Cow. The band was booked to play two sets, for a fee of £35. It was a night that would go down in AC/DC legend.

It was hard to tell what was more worrying on arrival at the venue – the sight of a near-empty room, or the publican’s two growling, hell-hound Dobermans, who snapped at the band as they set up. None of this seemed to matter, though: from the opening crash of ‘Livewire’, the band was absolutely in the moment, playing as though the crowd numbered 30,000, not 30. Angus even dropped to the floor and performed a stellar dying bug routine during ‘Baby, Please Don’t Go’. It was sweaty business as usual.

During a break between sets, the few punters in the room disappeared, leaving the group wondering if they’d be playing to themselves for the rest of the night. But actually those already in the pub were hitting the phones and telling their friends to get down to the Red Cow – quickly. By the start of the band’s second set, the room was exploding with bodies. Word was out.

AC/DC’s UK booking agent, Richard Griffiths, was an immediate convert. When the gig ended, he walked over to the band, shaking his head in wonder. ‘That,’ Griffiths gasped, ‘was the loudest, meanest thing I’ve ever heard in my life.’

It wasn’t long before the UK music press took notice. Days later, the band plugged in at London’s Nashville Rooms, where the headline-grabbing Sex Pistols had recently gobbed all over the city’s finest tastemakers. Reporter Caroline Coons immediately gravitated to Angus. It was clear he was the star of the show.

‘What … makes them a band to be seen and heard, are the extraordinary, virtuoso antics of the lead guitarist, 16-year-old [sic] Angus Young,’ Coons wrote in Melody Maker on 8 May. ‘The rest of the band are fine foils for him as he gives a not-seen-since-Quasimodo-did-a-dive-and-Richard-Neville-left-the-Old-Bailey performance of a doubled-up school kid in the throes of an ecstatic mutation with his guitar.’

Not only did Angus pull off his whirling dervish moves on the Nashville Rooms floor, but he leapt from table to table while playing, scattering glasses and ashtrays, leaving the punters in a state of shock and awe – and the band’s roadies fearing his every move. It was hard to keep pace with the guy when he was this fired up. ‘It was a wild sight,’ Michael Browning related. ‘Angus in overdrive.’

Caroline Coons, curiously, had an end-of-gig encounter at the Nashville Rooms that was similar to what had occurred at the Red Cow. She watched as a punter shook his head in disbelief and loudly announced: ‘God, it’s fucking amazing.’

In downtime, when Angus could be dragged out of his bedroom-cum-rehearsal studio – busy mastering what bassist Mark Evans described as the ‘world’s longest guitar solo’ – he and the others felt obliged to check out the competition. American cartoon rockers KISS, whom they saw in action at the Hammersmith Odeon, left the band in hysterics. ‘This is the opposition?’ they chuckled as they made their way back to Bayswater Road. In Angus’s estimation, KISS was so farcical that he didn’t need to bother checking out any other so-called rivals. They were all rubbish. Angus even knocked back the opportunity to see The Rolling Stones, one of his favourite bands, play at Earl’s Court. He’d rather work on a new solo.

The rest of the band, however, continued their field research. While impressed by The Glitter Band, they collectively wrote T. Rex’s Marc Bolan off as a sad, jaded figure, a rock and roll pantomime act. During downtime, Bon Scott visited an old haunt from his days with Fraternity, a pub in suburban Finchley. He was glassed before he’d even ordered his first pint, apparently by an enemy he’d made when he drank there many years earlier. A new set of chompers, courtesy of the British health system, awaited Bon, but he was out of commission for some weeks with his injuries.

Angus, meanwhile, expanded his diet, developing a thing for tandoori chicken, a surprisingly exotic choice for a man with such simple tastes. His room at Inverness Avenue started to smell like Little Bombay, a funky mix of day-old tandoori, dirty laundry and stale cigarette smoke.
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The Marquee Club was perhaps this famous music city’s most famous venue, the place where The Who had promoted their mid-1960s shows with a stark black-and-white poster – a pop art masterwork – promising ‘maximum R&B’. Performers such as The Stones, The Yardbirds, Led Zeppelin and Jimi Hendrix had all held down residencies at the Marquee.

The 700-capacity room, now hosting its share of punk acts, had some serious history, although as Angus and the band would discover on their Marquee debut on 11 May, in some ways it wasn’t that far removed from their old HQ, the Hard Rock. In order to reach the venue’s tiny band room, they had to trek through the bar and then the toilet – it must have reminded them of the nights when Ralph the roadie would unscrew an industrial fan to get them on stage.

Angus, who didn’t mind a moan – Browning referred to him as the ‘voice of doom’, partly responsible for the stressed-out manager’s two-pack-a-day smoking habit – now had something else to grumble about. What was with this unreachable band room? And why was such a famous joint so grotty? Why wasn’t it ever easy?

Yet word spread. Within three months of AC/DC’s first two-night stand at the Marquee – opening for the remnants of Kossoff’s Back Street Crawler – they’d be headlining the venue and setting new Marquee attendance records, a massive achievement for a band that had essentially started from scratch back in April. Posters promoting their Marquee shows were as primal as the gigs themselves, showing Angus in his schoolboy clobber, mid solo, his mouth agape, hair flying, lost in music. As for Bon, he was now proudly describing himself as the ‘flash in the middle’ of the letters AC and DC in the band’s logo.

Reviewing the Marquee shows for Melody Maker, Harry Doherty tried hard to be sniffy about the band, while acknowledging the undeniable appeal of the Angus and Bon show. ‘Vocalist Scott and punk guitarist Angus Young have certain charismatic qualities …’ he conceded. ‘Seventeen-year-old [sic] Young, with his schoolboy uniform (discarded after the fourth number of the set because of sauna bath conditions), has hit on the really good gimmick of looking like a rock and roll Norman Wisdom, only more retarded. Though not a great guitarist (solos over the one-minute mark became, to say the least, repetitive), he’s a great showman.’

At a time when fickle UK tastemakers were thrilled by punk, AC/DC was never going to be the media’s band of choice. A group with a big thing for classic rock and the blues, fronted by a rocker at the advanced age of 30 and a kid dressed as a schoolboy, was bound to struggle for the same ‘cred’ as the likes of Sid Vicious and Rat Scabies and Poly Styrene. And they were Australian (well, Scottish Aussies), which made them an easy target for writers who fancied themselves budding Oscar Wildes. (‘Roll over Rolf Harris,’ snickered one reviewer; ‘Chunder Down Under!’ guffawed another.) But Angus and the band knew it was more important to win over the punters, and they were now flocking to see AC/DC in droves. If the press caught on, great; if not, screw ’em.

The band did at least have Sounds magazine, one of several influential British music weeklies, on its side. Phil Sutcliffe, a regular contributor to Sounds, was mad for AC/DC. In an early one-on-one with Angus he caught the guitarist in an uncharacteristically reflective mood, as he talked about his commitment to the audience.

‘We can’t just sit on our arses and say the world owes us a livin’ because we’ve paid our dues,’ Angus admitted. ‘Me, I think if I fluff a note I’m robbin’ the kids. You’re gonna pour it all on until you drop. So even if they hate you they can still say, “At least they tried.”’

Sutcliffe described Angus as a ‘juvenile guitar maestro’, a fair step up from the condescending tone of Melody Maker. He was so impressed by Angus that he even analysed the way he smoked, figuring it was an extension of Angus’s cut-the-crap nature: ‘You know how people perform smoking in various styles as if it were an art, craft, hard labour, a delicate surgical operation or even an athletic sport? Well Angus smokes as if he were awkwardly taking an illicit puff in the bogs at morning break. No bluff, no bullshit “style”.’

Jack Barrie, the influential owner of the Marquee – who was also heavily involved with the annual Reading Festival – was another true believer. He wrote to Atlantic, the group’s record label, describing AC/DC as ‘the best band to appear at the Marquee since Led Zeppelin’. It was just the boost they needed; Barrie was a good man to have on their side. Over time, big names would turn up at the Marquee, either wanting to jam – Deep Purple’s Ritchie Blackmore being perhaps the most high-profile – or hoping to work with the band. Two members of Creedence Clearwater Revival went as far as to contact Atlantic and offer their production services, after witnessing the Angus and Bon show at the Marquee. The band politely declined; they already had their own producers, thanks very much – Vanda and Young.

The support of Barrie and Sutcliffe – which led to the band’s first Sounds front cover – encouraged the magazine to sponsor AC/DC’s Lock Up Your Daughters UK tour, their largest run of dates so far, nineteen shows in all, through June and July 1976. (Original tickets for this tour, priced at a paltry 50p, now fetch upwards of US$1000 on eBay.) The tour launched in Glasgow, in what became a sort of homecoming for the Youngs. For Angus and Malcolm, it was a reminder of where they’d started out. To the others in the band, it seemed as though Young family members were emerging from everywhere: the backstage area at the City Hall was positively bursting with Angus and Malcolm’s rellies, all speaking with pea-soup-dense Glaswegian accents.

As the tour rolled along, some genius came up with the idea of staging a ‘dress like a schoolboy’ competition, in honour of Angus. By now, it was well established that the band’s core audience was young blokes, headbangers, which resulted in more than a few hairy-legged, spotty-faced Angus lookalikes turning out. It came as a welcome change of pace during the final show at the Lyceum in London, when venerable English DJ John Peel crowned the winner of the ‘Girl We’d Most Like To’ competition, a stunning local who spent the night with a lucky band member (not part of the prize, incidentally).

Angus had recently added a new stage move to his repertoire, a sort of drawn-out striptease, which always ended with him turning away from the howling mob and baring his cheeks. Not content to be the face of the band, Angus was now its pale, pimply backside as well. He was really pushing the boundaries of decency; there were even whispers he might be arrested. Typically, Angus shrugged it off as just part of the act. ‘I think they thought I was some kind of male stripper.’ It did get incredibly hot onstage, Angus reasoned; why shouldn’t he disrobe a little?

The English crowds, while they could get physical – a venue in Liverpool was trashed by overheated fans during the Sounds tour – didn’t dish it out in the same way as the boofheads back home; Angus was usually left alone when he jumped into the crowd and unleashed. Any violence that did occur happened in-house. A high-profile gig at the Reading Festival was a disaster; the post-gig mood so dark that it resulted in a three-way punch-up between Angus, Malcolm and George, who was in town for the event. After the Lyceum show, during an after-party at the Russell Hotel, Angus and Evans got into an argument, resulting in Angus punching the bassist in the face. No one was hurt – Angus really couldn’t inflict that much damage, even when seriously wound up – but it was further evidence that the guitarist, when pushed, was a guy not to be fucked with.

‘If Angus had one crucial problem with people,’ Evans wrote of the experience, ‘it was those who didn’t share his utter commitment to the band and music; you had to be in 100% or you weren’t worth bothering about … I believe it frustrated him when others, me included, didn’t perform to his expectations.’
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As the northern winter of 1976 started to set in, the peripatetic troupe was moving house again; it wasn’t long before Angus would joke that Bon was ‘of no fixed abode, and I’m in the flat above’. The band’s new digs were at 23 Lonsdale Road in Barnes, a double-storey spread in a relatively comfy, middle-class neighbourhood. The Red Cow, where they’d made their already legendary UK debut back in April, was ten minutes down the street.

They were, however, sans Bon, who was bedded down in his own place with Silver Smith, a woman he’d been involved with back in Australia. Scott was again dabbling in hard drugs and probably felt it best to keep his distance from the band, especially Angus. The guitarist dismissed Bon’s new place as a ‘hippie haven’ – clearly not a compliment – while the others cheekily referred to Bon and Silver as ‘Rod and Britt’, a nod to rock’s current superstar couple.

All-night card games were a regular event at Lonsdale Road, interminable affairs that gave Angus the chance to remind the pot smokers what he thought of their habit. ‘You know why they call it dope?’ he quizzed his glassy-eyed bandmates. When there was no reply, he shook his head, wryly chuckling. ‘Now you know.’

The new HQ in Barnes was roomy enough for the band to set up and rehearse in the hallway, which must have been a hell of a wake-up call for their neighbours. Manager Browning had set in place a lucrative equipment deal with industry great Jim Marshall – further proof of how high the band had climbed in a relatively short period of time. (Jimi Hendrix used Marshall amps, as did Jeff Beck and Jimmy Page, the young Angus’s heroes, along with most other guitarists of renown.) Angus and Malcolm couldn’t wait to plug in Marshall’s powerful amplifiers, set them to stun and let rip, but just one lunchtime ‘blow’ at Barnes led to a flurry of angry notes being shoved under their front door. From now on they’d need to find a proper rehearsal room.

Not that they had much time to do that, because their first European tour was next on the itinerary, starting mid-July. The jaunt included dates in Scandinavia, part of what seemed a highly unlikely cultural exchange: the Scandis got Angus and the band, while in return Australia got ABBA’s first Oz tour. The budget was so tight the band was forced to sleep on the deck of the cross-Channel ferry. They’d stockpiled 10p coins, which, when traded for local currency, kept everyone supplied with snacks and ciggies.

Angus felt it necessary to enquire of Browning exactly why they were doing it rough. And where the fuck was Anderstorp, anyway; why was the band playing there? What was the point?

The point, of course, was to keep spreading the word. Once an audience got a taste of the band playing live, and witnessed the two-headed beast that was Bon and Angus in full flight, inevitably they got on board. The tour, according to Browning, ‘was a revelation’, despite Angus’s constant moaning. ‘European audiences didn’t seem to have a problem with language … who knows, maybe they understood English. Something clicked,’ the manager wrote in his memoir Dog Eat Dog. In time, Europe would become one of the band’s happiest rock and roll hunting grounds. AC/DC was conquering the globe, one territory at a time.

Accordingly, the rest of the year was spent in motion. There were ample highs – another gig in Glasgow, where the highly vocal and animated crowd remained in the street outside the venue afterwards, yelling for an audience with Angus, the ‘wee man’. And there was an all-conquering night at the Hammersmith Odeon – a spit from their HQ in Barnes – which left the British music press with no option but to wave the white flag. ‘The schoolboy brat up on the rostrum smirks maliciously,’ NME reported. ‘AC/DC conquered London.’

AC/DC’s ‘gang’ mentality was at work when they toured Europe with Ritchie Blackmore’s new band, Rainbow, and the man’s onstage rainbow proved about as reliable as Spinal Tap’s Stonehenge prop. Night after night it repeatedly failed to do its many-coloured thing. Angus, Malcolm and the others would stand side-stage, waiting for the latest equipment malfunction. When it inevitably happened, they’d burst into laughter.

But there were problems for the band across the pond. The American wing of Atlantic Records had released its own version of High Voltage, combining tracks from the band’s first two albums. It featured Angus alone on the front cover, a clear statement about who they believed was AC/DC’s main attraction. American radio collectively turned up its nose, however, and Rolling Stone gave it a lowly two-star rating. ‘Shamelessly sexist panderers or refreshingly frank entertainers?’ the magazine asked. ‘AC/DC fits both descriptions, but the truth is, none of it would matter if guitarist Angus Young wasn’t such a gargantuan riff monster.’

There were mumblings at the label about dropping the band. Once again, it was clear, they had to get over there and play – to convert the unbelievers.

But first AC/DC had to return to Oz.
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‘MY BUM IS BETTER-LOOKING THAN MY FACE’

ASTRANGE SITUATION GREETED the group when they arrived back in Australia in November 1976: ABBA, the Swedish foursome, was on top of the charts with their album Arrival. And that soft-rock sound that Angus and the others so detested, typified by the Eagles and ‘Hotel bloody California’, was all over the airwaves like a rash. No wonder Angus let it be known that he considered their return to Oz a backward step. Why, he nagged Browning, are we here, when things were moving so well in the UK? What was the point? And what about America?

The simple truth was that AC/DC needed to top up their coffers. While they’d developed a considerable following in Britain and Europe, their records hadn’t been setting fire to the overseas charts, and the costs of housing the band and crew were considerable. However, the Dirty Deeds LP, released in October 1976, was a Top 5 hit in Australia, and they still had a strong fanbase there. This was their chance to sell some records, fill some halls, top up the bank balance and then resume their global onslaught. Oh, and make a new record. As ever, Harry and George were primed and ready to go back at Alberts.

While Scott and some of the others set themselves up at the Kingsgate Hotel in the epicentre of Sydney’s red-light strip, Kings Cross, Angus headed back to Burwood, hoping for some home-cooked meals and a bit of R&R. At least, that was the plan. Well before his usual late-morning wake-up, Angus’s slumber was shattered by an army of nephews and nieces jumping excitedly on his bed.

Angus explained the situation to a reporter. ‘I’ve got brothers who bring their kids round at six in the morning! They’ll be fuckin’ jumping on you yelling: “He’s home! He’s home!”’

Uncle Angus duly checked into a hotel. If the noise disturbs me there, he figured, I can simply ask to change rooms.

As funny as it seemed, Angus’s rude awakening was actually a bad omen for the tour ahead, promoted on posters all over the country as AC/DC’s Giant Dose of Rock’n’Roll. This two-month run of dates, which started promisingly with 5000 very loud and proud fans filling the Myer Music Bowl in Melbourne on 5 December, quickly degenerated – to the point that Angus’s pre-tour grumbling proved to be well-founded. What was the point? The tour soon became known in-house as The Giant Pain in the Arse. Others called it The Giant Dose of Grief. (The group’s original proposal – The Little Cunts Have Done It – didn’t quite fly with the promoter.)

It was Angus’s pimply bum that initiated the ruckus. During a press conference, the band was asked to pose for a photo. They did their usual thing, slouching into place, but then Angus turned away from the others, dropped his trousers and bared his backside.

‘That’s disgusting,’ sniffed a female reporter, before storming out.

Angus laughed it off. ‘My bum is better-looking than my face,’ he explained, and thought little more of it.

But the matter didn’t end there, and his arse became a hot topic. Angus was interviewed live at Sydney radio station 2JJ. ‘Are you the guy who goes mad onstage?’

‘Yeah,’ Angus replied, ‘I’m the guy.’

Egged on by Scott and the DJ, Angus agreed to drop his duds on air. ‘Ready, set, go,’ Angus declared as his pants hit the floor. Angus boasted that the English Vice Squad had been tailing the band after he got naked during a show in Birmingham; now he had something of a reputation. He was a bad boy rock and roller.

Angus repeated his pants-dropping act at a function where the band was presented with various gold and platinum awards for Dirty Deeds and T.N.T. By now it was almost a given – any public appearance seemed to loosen his pants.

A reporter from RAM asked Bon about Angus’s derrière: wasn’t it a bit over-exposed? Bon said he’d rather see Angus’s bum than his face. ‘It’s preferable, as far as I’m concerned.’

Bassist Evans was next in the firing line, as it seemed as though a new wave of puritanism had hit Australia. Without his knowledge – it was probably Scott’s handiwork – he’d revealed a little too much of himself in the program produced for the tour. When asked about his goals, Evans (allegedly) wrote: ‘I’d like to make enough money to fuck Britt Ekland.’

Scott, ever the shit-stirrer, dined out on this, admonishing Evans. ‘The girl’s got feelings, you know,’ he said, shaking his head in mock disdain.

Along with Angus’s bum-baring stunts, this set the radio talkback lines buzzing. Then a runaway found her way into the band’s Melbourne hotel, and a phone call from a distressed father led to a team of coppers storming into the band’s rooms. No charges were laid, but the overreaction was another slap in the face. If that wasn’t enough, the sight of a teenager with the band’s logo tattooed on her arm set off a new wave of protest about the nasty boys of Aussie rock. Rex Jackson, New South Wales’ Minister for Youth and Community Services, promised to police tattoo emporiums to ensure no other under-agers were similarly corrupted. (A few years later Jackson himself would end up jailed for corruption.)

As the tour ground its way around Australia, local councils began kicking up a fuss about this bare-bottomed guitar wielder and his rowdy mates. According to the denizens of Albury and Wagga Wagga, Angus’s arse was not to be exposed in their fine towns, thank you very much. A show in Tamworth was cancelled; for the local burghers, AC/DC just brought too much negative press with them. Police in Wollongong threatened to pull the plug if Angus ‘dropped trou’ during a show. He demurred, but in Canberra, no doubt inspired by the sight of a banner reading ‘Drop ’Em Angus’, he did move to moon the audience, with a dozen men in blue looking on warily. Then Angus disappeared behind a screen to complete the dirty deed.

Sydney radio station 2SM, until recently a champion of the group, briefly banned AC/DC’s records, questioning whether they were ‘musicians or strippers’.

‘Anyone who idolises these tattooed idiots,’ sniffed a letter writer to the Australian Women’s Weekly, ‘must be lacking in the old grey matter.’

In what might be best described as ‘Small Poppy Syndrome’, Angus had morphed from the funniest guy on Countdown to Public Enemy Number One. Margaret Young’s AC/DC scrapbooks were now bulging, but the majority of the press clippings made for uncomfortable reading.

By the middle of the tour, the smile had faded completely from Angus’s spotty face. After another gig was cancelled, this time in the Victorian town of Warrnambool, he spoke publicly. ‘It’s no good if we drive halfway across the country to stage a concert to find someone has cancelled it because they consider us obscene … it will take only a couple more hassles from the authorities and we will leave Australia.’

‘ROCK BAND THREATENS TO LEAVE COUNTRY,’ screamed a headline the next day. Angus couldn’t take a trick.

All this backlash only seemed to inspire AC/DC to play harder and faster. Live tapes from the tour reveal a band moving into its absolute prime, playing with more muscle and energy than any of the punk acts that were capturing the music press’s attention back in the UK. ‘Baby, Please Don’t Go’ was now an epic guitar workout, with Malcolm laying a deep, rhythmic groove and Angus soloing over the top like a whirlwind. The song stretched to ten minutes live; by its close, Angus would have worked himself into a lather of perspiration and cooked up some furious feedback. Scott had taken to introducing the coy ‘Can I Sit Next to You, Girl’ with the incredibly blunt line: ‘Can I sit on your face, girl? You can sit on mine.’ During a show in Tasmania, one female punter seemed keen to take up the offer, although she had eyes only for Angus, chasing him across the stage, trying to ‘pants’ the guitarist. She was shoved back into the crowd by a roadie.

The stress was beginning to show. Angus even went on a rare bender after a January show in Melbourne, staggering around at an after-party at a venue called Noah’s. A fight broke out between the band’s crew and roadies for local punks The Saints when they played together on the Gold Coast. Angus had been right: what was the point of their Giant Dose tour? It was a bloody trainwreck.
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It was a relief to get back to the sanctuary of the Alberts studio in late January 1977 and start work on the new album. Angus had plenty to rail against, as did the whole band, and the studio provided the perfect outlet for their fury. They’d been made to feel like strangers in their own country, and some of the Giant Dose shows had been poorly attended, probably a result of all the bad press. There’d also been disturbing news from America: Atlantic had been one step away from dropping the band, only backing off after some last-minute interventions from Browning and Atlantic UK’s Phil Carson. Still, they’d officially rejected Dirty Deeds for release in North America. What else could go wrong?

The band’s approach in the studio was a classic study of rock and roll minimalism. There was no fucking about: this album, like all their early records, was done and dusted in two weeks flat. Angus, Malcolm and George hunkered down and sorted through the ideas they’d brought into the studio, and rapidly banged those pieces – riffs, ideas for melodies – into rough shape. Then the rest of the band came in and, as Mark Evans described it, ‘if it was working, roll the tape and get it down’. George Young would be nearby, asking the band to play a riff or a section of a song; when it felt right he’d simply say, ‘Right, let’s record that.’ Rudd would count in the band and away they’d go.

Bon, meanwhile, would be in a side room, singing along, or holed up in an office chipping away at his funny, fearless and quite often brilliant lyrics.

Graham ‘Buzz’ Bidstrup was the newly recruited drummer for The Angels, who were recording at the same time as AC/DC, and also with Vanda and Young. They were doing what was known as ‘hot bedding’ – as one band finished a session, the next band set up and started theirs.

Speaking in 2017, Bidstrup vividly described his first exposure to AC/DC in action, an experience that began well before he reached Alberts’ fifth-floor studio. ‘The lift was a bit slow,’ he said, ‘and as it climbed the floors the dull rumble of the band became more audible – until the doors finally opened and the crash of drums, guitar and bass in full fury became omnipresent.’ As he recalled, Angus had imported a little of his stage act into the studio. ‘Never one to just stand there, it was not uncommon to see Angus climbing over his amp or spinning on the floor as a take was being recorded.’

Angus exorcised all his pent-up frustrations during the recording of ‘Let There Be Rock’, the key song for their new album, another high-energy classic in waiting. Angus played so hard, in fact, that smoke started to billow out of his amp; he was lucky not to have torched the studio. George, manning the desk, had one piece of advice for Angus as the tape rolled: ‘Don’t stop! Don’t stop playing!’ The take was simply too good to abort. Angus described it as one of those magical sessions ‘where it was all cooking’. Somehow, Angus’s amp survived to the end of the take but then, in his words, his Marshall ‘melted’, its job done.

Album done, the band returned to London in February 1977, shifting into new digs in Ladbroke Grove. This time, Malcolm and Angus shared one flat, while the rest of the band bunked down in another. Within days they were back on the road for another frantic, six-week-long run of UK shows. It was during this mini-tour that the most unlikely of things occurred: Angus almost blew out a gig. Bon had done this in the past, usually due to some personal misadventure, but Angus lived and breathed the band: it was his very reason for being. And as others, such as soon-to-be-former bassist Mark Evans, had learned, if Angus felt you didn’t share his conviction towards all things AC/DC, you’d better get out of the way. To blow out a show was heresy.

But on 10 March, with the band due to play in Norwich, Angus’s bedroom door was locked, and the sounds coming from inside weren’t promising. Anyone who ventured near could hear the moans and groans of a hungover schoolboy guitarist – a rarity for Angus, the soberest of a dissolute bunch. Eventually, Malcolm got inside and was hit between the eyes by the vomity stench. Angus was not the type to share, but the others figured it must have had something to do with a woman; maybe he’d been rejected and went on a bender. Bon Scott often wrote about his sexual exploits – the hilarious ‘Whole Lotta Rosie’ his latest confession – but Angus was typically coy about his conquests, although he was certainly no celibate. The most he revealed was a preferred type: ‘Blondes, brunettes – anything with a wiggle.’

Eventually, reluctantly, a very green guitarist was dragged out of his room and driven, fast, to the show. Once on stage, with the cobwebs cleared, Angus put in his usual kitchen-sink-included performance, sweating out the toxins all over the Norwich faithful.

It was an all-too-rare occurrence of Angus’s personal life intruding on the band’s momentum. It wouldn’t happen again.
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When Angus and the band returned to Europe in April, some nights felt like a replay of their experiences with Ritchie Blackmore’s unreliable Rainbow. Touring this time with Black Sabbath, the ‘big moment’ of the night was the never-ending bass solo from Sabbath’s ‘Geezer’ Butler. Angus and the band would position themselves nearby, waiting for Butler’s marathon, at which point they’d burst into laughter loud enough to be heard from the stage – and Butler would shoot them the iciest of stares. Ozzy Osbourne proved to be better company, referring to himself as the ‘plumber of darkness’, a nod to his blue-collar roots; he’d grow tight with Angus and the band. But to AC/DC, Sabbath, despite their status as hard-rock titans, was just another band to blow off the stage.

By the time the bands reached Brussels, Butler had clearly had a gutful – not just of these Aussie upstarts, who were putting in blistering sets each night, but of his life in Sabbath. He was sitting in the hotel bar with Malcolm, drunk and grumbling. ‘Ten years I’ve been in this band,’ Butler moaned. ‘Wait ’til you guys have been around ten years; you’ll feel like me.’

Malcolm offered him absolutely no sympathy, and Butler duly pulled out a flick-knife, waving it about – perhaps it was payback for those side-stage wind-ups. (Butler insisted he didn’t point the knife at Young.) Fortunately, Osbourne walked into the bar and intervened, ordering Butler to his room – an exceptional moment when Ozzy assumed the role of sensible adult. Malcolm shrugged it off and kept drinking.

Browning, meanwhile, had drummed up enough interest at the band’s US label to have two influential staffers, Jerry Greenberg and John Kalodner, fly over to check out a gig in Hamburg. The set was memorable, as was the after-party. Even Angus was coaxed out for a night on the town as they hit the Reeperbahn, Hamburg’s legendary red-light strip.

At one club, a bold couple went at it on a tabletop right alongside the band, while an eager onlooker at the next table whipped out his dick and gave it a fair seeing to as the show went on. The AC/DC party didn’t know which way to look.

‘It was just like Christmas shopping,’ Angus sniggered.

As was their habit, Angus and the band allocated the American staffers nicknames. Kalodner became ‘the Rabbi’; Barry Bergman, another US staffer, was dubbed ‘Bilko’. Michael Klenfner, a hefty unit with a walrus moustache, was christened ‘Tons of Fun’.
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Finally, in July 1977, Angus and the band made it stateside. A new bass player, Brit Cliff Williams, was now firmly ensconced in the group in place of Mark Evans, who’d clashed once too often with Angus and been sacked. One of Williams’ first tasks, during a brief stopover in Oz, was to go to church.

The oft-watched video for ‘Let There Be Rock’, featuring their new bassist, was another guerrilla operation for the band and crew, much like ‘Long Way to the Top’. Shot inside the Woollahra Uniting Church, Bon decked himself out as a priest, delivering his rock and roll sermon from the mount, with Angus dressed as a haloed choirboy guitarist. The only problem was that no one had informed the church’s resident minister, who was shocked to be confronted by this ragtag crew of rockers, one of them wearing robes with leather jeans peering out from underneath. When this confusion was sorted out, the shoot rolled on smoothly until the final take, the big finale, when Bon, forgetting for a blink that he wasn’t as young as the others, took an Olympian leap from the pulpit and wrecked his ankle. As he was carted off to hospital, he had one request for his bandmates: ‘Pass us that Jack Daniels, would ya?’

Everyone knew how important America was; it was rock and roll’s pot of gold. Even The Beatles had admitted that they didn’t feel like real stars until they’d conquered the States. And it wasn’t a bad time for a group like AC/DC to be in America, with the rise of such hard-rock acts as Aerosmith, Van Halen and the cartoon clowns themselves, KISS. (Interestingly, Gene Simmons became a big Angus fan and invited Angus and Browning to dinner when they next met up.) And among the usual fluff on the US Top 40 pop charts were guitar-driven songs like Steve Miller’s ‘Jet Airliner’ and Foreigner’s ‘Feels Like the First Time’ – even the dreaded Eagles had toughened up their sound considerably with ‘Life in the Fast Lane’, having enticed The James Gang’s reprobate Joe Walsh to sign on as guitarist and hotel room redecorator.

As when they first hit the UK, AC/DC was forced to start from the bottom, which meant doing everything on a low budget. The band and crew squeezed into a rented station wagon for their opening six-week run, staying at various Red Roof Inns, a cheapie that the band would visit so often over the next couple of years that the chain could have been renamed in their honour.

Angus, as was his nature, got into Browning’s ear about this. ‘Why are you being such a tightarse?’

His manager sparked up yet another cigarette and didn’t say a word.

The band’s US debut was at a huge Texan bunker named the Armadillo World Headquarters, whose regular visitors included such cosmic cowboys as Willie Nelson, a part-owner of the venue. Kiwi exports Dragon had recently played here; their elegantly wasted lead singer Marc Hunter recklessly dropped the words ‘faggots’ and ‘Texans’ while on stage and almost got lynched – it played out like the anarchic Bob’s Country Bunker scene from The Blues Brothers. That wasn’t the case for AC/DC, who, in front of 1500 stoned locals, were opening for Canadian rockers Moxy. The band was in overdrive from the first crack of Phil Rudd’s drums – and when Angus leapt onto Scott’s shoulders for a lap of the room, he got a wicked contact high, about as close as Angus ever got to being genuinely stoned. Browning summed up the night in Dog Eat Dog: ‘AC/DC’s first American gig had the lot: pot, drugs, sweat, stink.’

After the gig, while backs were being patted and beers consumed, Angus had other concerns. He unscrewed the scratch plate of his guitar and, as everyone else looked on in amazement, emptied puddles of liquid – his own sweat – onto the floor. He then reassembled his Gibson, packed it away and got ready for the next gig. Just another night in Angus’s world. He shed as much as three pounds each night, not that he had much weight to spare.

Atlantic Records was sufficiently impressed to offer some tour support funding, which meant that, much to Browning’s relief, Angus stopped grumbling. Bon Scott, meanwhile, had seen enough of the cramped station wagon; as the tour progressed, he opted to ride in a variety of sleek sports cars owned by the long-legged, well-heeled groupies who’d started to gravitate to the band. These women were nothing like the sharpie chicks and wayward suburbanites who hung around the band’s various Melbourne HQs – they were gorgeous and wealthy and pretty much up for anything, as Scott happily discovered.

Sometimes he’d simply disappear, as Angus told a reporter. ‘We stopped off at Phoenix for fuel. We’re just takin’ off again when someone says, “Where is Bon?” He’d followed this bird off the plane and we reckoned he’d drunk so much he wouldn’t even know what country he was headed for.’

Scott eventually surfaced as the only white guy in a very black bar, playing pool and drinking with the locals. As he recalled, ‘I’m playin’ this big-titted black chick and beatin’ her too when I happen to look around and the whole bar is goin, “Grrr.”’ Scott wisely chose to throw the game and save his skin – and somehow still made it to that evening’s gig.

Even Angus, always more discreet when it came to his sexual exploits, had a close encounter with a very eager fan in the most public of situations. During a show at the Old Waldorf in San Francisco, he leapt onto Bon’s broad shoulders during ‘Baby, Please Don’t Go’. Somehow, during their lap of the venue, a female punter managed to loosen the schoolboy’s pants and began administering a blow job, while Scott continued his circuit of the dancefloor.

‘Put me down! Put me down!’ Angus screamed in Scott’s ear. ‘Me balls!’

In an interview with a local writer that he probably came to regret, Angus filled in the details. ‘Some chick was suckin’ me dick and bit the end of me dick – left these big teeth marks in there. Big tits; a huge, tall chick.’

The reviews the band received were just as impressive. ‘They’ve got a strong rock’n’roll / boogie following, dedicated to guitarmanship, high energy and raw power,’ noted Howie Klein, writing for New York Rocker. ‘AC/DC doesn’t use safety pins, never went to art school, and they sure don’t limit themselves to 2 or 3 chords, but if new wave is a reaffirmation of rock’n’roll’s traditional values, this band is an important part of it.’
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Jim Marshall’s amps had brought a whole new world of power to Angus and Malcolm’s playing, and now, while on the west coast, Angus was introduced to another innovation that would have a major effect on his performances. American Ken Schaffer was an inventor who’d developed what was known as the Schaffer-Vega Diversity System – it was a wireless set-up, in short. They were no bargain, at around $5000 a pop, but a deal was set in place so that Angus and Scott were each given a freebie. This was huge: Angus would no longer require a roadie trailing in his wake, hauling cable, when he chose to get out there among the faithful and unleash his ‘snot cyclone’ or perform the dying bug. Angus – and Bon – were now free to roam.

There was more US touring in the lead-up to Christmas 1977, first with prog rockers Rush and then with UFO and The Motors. Members of southern outlaws Lynyrd Skynyrd turned up backstage during a huge show in Jacksonville, Florida – where local DJ Bill Bartlett had started flogging the music of AC/DC with extreme prejudice – and quickly became converts, along with the 11,000-odd punters squeezed into the room.

Drugs were as much a part of the 1970s US rock culture as groupies, denim and wild hair. During this first tour, like so many people before them, dealers who came to AC/DC shows were convinced by Angus’s behaviour that he was a user and/or abuser. Surely, they figured, the little dude was on something.

Angus found the whole situation amusing. ‘There was a lot of stuff floating around … I had every dope dealer in the world waiting backstage for me.’

‘So, what do you need?’ they’d ask him.

‘I drink tea,’ Angus would reply. ‘I like chocolate bars. The band like to drink,’ he’d add. ‘There’s a few fish among them.’

It was hard for the average American drug dealer to get his head around: this human livewire on stage, the wildest man on six strings, was in private a quiet dude who preferred the company of his guitar to pretty much anything else. Angus’s divided life, the huge chasm between his onstage persona and the offstage reality, continued to bewilder those on the outside.
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‘I’LL BUY A GUITAR WHEN ALL I CAN AFFORD IS A PAIR OF SOCKS’

ANGUS WAS NOW well adjusted to the rootless ways of a rock-and-roller; he really didn’t have much of a choice. Nor had he experienced any other adult life: he’d been on the move since he started his first band. ‘I’m quite at home in these hotels,’ he told a reporter. ‘If you’re really wealthy maybe you can afford to say, “Whammo, I’ll have that block of apartments there.” I suppose I’ll buy a place sometime, but I’ll probably end up with one of those police boxes at a city crossroads so I can be in the thick of it.’

Real estate, however, wasn’t high on Angus’s to-do list early in 1978, although he did take the time out to invest in a new set of teeth, a rare concession to aesthetics. This was noted by UK journo Phil Sutcliffe, still a loud and proud supporter of the band. He described Angus’s recent acquisition as ‘an elegant row of even ivories that wouldn’t look out of place in the mouth of Bowie or Donny Osmond. Gone is the jagged disarray like tree stumps in a battlefield which used to be on view as he shook his head through yet another earthquaking riff.’

Angus’s year in rock began with what was now an annual event: a return to Australia to make a new record with Harry and George. If Browning had permitted the wearing of timepieces, you could have set your clock to AC/DC time: travel and play all year, then back to the safe haven of Alberts for a new album during the so-called holidays. Yet this time there were no shows planned for the band; the seemingly cursed Giant Dose tour had been painful enough, and there’d also been problems securing a working visa for bassist Williams. All their focus was on the next record.

Everyone understood that this was an important album, especially in light of the demands of Atlantic in America. They had to make a hit record, something to rank with KISS’s Alive II, Aerosmith’s Draw the Line or Lynyrd Skynyrd’s Street Survivors, which were all burning up the Billboard 200 album chart in early 1978, while such singles as Queen’s ‘We Will Rock You’, Skynyrd’s ‘What’s Your Name’ and Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers’ ‘Breakdown’ were also doing serious business. If AC/DC didn’t break out on US radio, and soon, their odyssey might well be over.
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It’s virtually impossible, on reflection, to imagine 1978’s Powerage LP without ‘Rock ’n’ Roll Damnation’, its fire-starter of an opening track, but that was very nearly how it was. After several weeks with Vanda and Young, the band thought they had the album done. Tracks such as ‘Kicked in the Teeth’ and ‘Up to My Neck in You’, songs that bottled the band’s heady brew of raw energy and rock muscle, were done and dusted. Angus was on fire during ‘Riff Raff’, while Bon’s ‘street poetry’ was at its best on ‘Gimme a Bullet’. But when these tracks were presented to Atlantic’s Phil Carson in London, he sensed a problem: there was no obvious single for radio – the album lacked a ‘Long Way to the Top’ or ‘Let There Be Rock’. ‘Down Payment Blues’ was amazing but ran for six-and-a-bit minutes, far too long for radio. Angus and the band’s natural inclination would have been to tell ‘the suits’ where to stick their feedback, but they knew this was different. They had to get it right.

‘Rock ’n’ Roll Damnation’ was the track they emerged with after their second stint in the studio. It was a great cut, without doubt, but one that presented a slightly different-sounding AC/DC. There was no blazing Angus solo: they even included handclaps and extra percussion, adding some swing. The song’s title left no room for misinterpretation: if this baby didn’t connect, they risked being condemned to rock and roll purgatory. Vive la différence, clearly, because the song became their first Top 40 hit in the United Kingdom, peaking at number 24.

While the finished LP was not an immediate hit in America – it crept to 133 on the Billboard Top 200 when released in May 1978 – it did have legs, going on to sell a million copies in the US. Kerrang magazine would rank Powerage at number 26 on its ‘100 Greatest Heavy Metal Albums of All Time’ list. Malcolm Young declared it his favourite AC/DC record, as did Rolling Stone Keith Richards. ‘You can hear it,’ Keith said. ‘It has the spirit.’

The cover image was the latest reminder of the public face of the band. Angus appeared to be caught in the midst of electrocution, his mouth agape, fingers transformed into electrical wires, which all fitted perfectly with the title of Powerage and his growing rep as the most electrifying guitarist of his era. At Atlantic’s New York HQ, the art department was fine-tuning the band’s logo, producing the style that is now universally recognised.

Back briefly in the UK, Angus and the group faced a new hassle. An appearance on the BBC’s Top of the Pops was a rite of passage for any band on the rise, and AC/DC was booked to perform ‘Rock ’n’ Roll Damnation’. Their fellow acts – The Rolling Stones, Boney M and Plastic Bertrand – completed a very peculiar guest list. There was, however, a union stipulation that in order for a song to be performed on Top of the Pops, it had to have been recorded in the UK, which clearly was not the case with ‘Damnation’. After some swift thinking, and a quick trip to Island Recording Studios, they were cleared to perform on 8 June. The irony that they were lip-synching wasn’t lost on the band.

‘They weren’t the best mimers in the world,’ admitted manager Browning.

Still, Angus was in his best schoolboy blacks, head-banging furiously, though Bon’s macho swagger was hidden beneath an uncharacteristically conservative red V-neck.

AC/DC toured the United Kingdom during April and May, with plans to return to the States to play throughout the summer and beyond. They hit an early peak by the time they reached Newcastle’s Mayfair Ballroom in mid-May, filling the 2000-seat venue. ‘Angus’s lead playing [has become] cleaner and more authoritative,’ noted a reviewer. ‘The whole band turns the screw relentlessly towards an optimum tightness which hopefully they will never reach because it will prove entirely too much for the human cranium. Seeing them is like the pleasure of ordering a favourite meal in a favourite restaurant: you know what you’re going to get and it’s good every time.’

Away from the stage, Angus still had complaints, grumbling about ‘bills that catch up with you’ and the ruthless phone companies, ‘who should be in the loan shark business’. Where was all this money they were supposed to be making, asked the man known to his bandmates as The Banker. Angus craved a new guitar but, as he admitted, ‘All I [can] afford is a pair of socks.’

Malcolm admitted he divvied up his downtime between sleeping ‘when I’m tired’ and sex ‘when I’m bored’. Angus, as usual, was not so forthcoming about what private life he had away from the band, if any, but anyone who ventured near his hotel room usually overheard the sounds of guitar strings being hit hard and frequently. Away from the stage, he was a virtual recluse.
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The band’s capacity for work, a natural extension of their working-class roots, remained enviable: they toured America up and down from June to October 1978, playing 70-odd dates, opening for everyone from Alice Cooper to Journey, The Blue Öyster Cult, Aerosmith and Cheap Trick. The latter were savvy enough to alternate headlining spots with AC/DC, despite having a livewire guitarist, Rick Nielsen, whose in-concert antics almost kept pace with those of Angus. Nielsen could flick a plectrum with such precision he could reach punters twenty rows back. But Cheap Trick knew how great AC/DC were live.

AC/DC was part of a huge outdoor show in Oakland, California, on 2 September with Atlantic labelmates Foreigner, who were riding high on such hits as ‘Hot Blooded’ and ‘Cold as Ice’. Foreigner was a hot band, but they let it be known that they didn’t want to come on stage after AC/DC. It was the Sunbury/Deep Purple situation all over again; AC/DC really was a hard act to follow. Tempers ran so hot that Browning and Foreigner’s manager Bud Prager had to be pulled apart backstage. Chart status obviously counted for something – eventually Foreigner won the argument – but the clash said a lot about AC/DC’s fast-climbing reputation in the United States as a killer live act. You couldn’t hear them on the radio, though, because neither ‘Rock ’n’ Roll Damnation’ or the Powerage album had really connected where it really mattered.

The Oakland show was massive, probably the biggest crowd the band had ever seen, let alone played before. Despite a highly unfamiliar late-morning start, the stadium was a sea of faces when Angus and co plugged in – something like 60,000 punters were already looking on. Bon Scott took a deep breath, drank it in and mumbled to the others, ‘I feel like one of the Christians going out to the lions.’ It was a steamy day and Angus’s uniform didn’t last long; he played most of the set shirtless, proving that someone in the band other than Bon had a little shrubbery sprouting on his chest. Angus described the gig as ‘magical – you could feel this magic’.

Standing side-stage and looking on as the Angus and Bon show kicked into high gear was none other than Eddie Van Halen. ‘We have to follow these motherfuckers?’ he asked, shaking his head, as he drifted away.

After the show, Malcolm helped himself to the wooden AC/DC sign that was hanging on the band’s dressing-room door – the gig was so important that he needed a souvenir. As for Bon Scott, he relaxed post-gig in typical style, sharing a backstage swimming pool with a bottle of bourbon and the iguanas that event promoter Bill Graham allowed to roam free at the site, in keeping with a jungle theme. This, Scott made very clear, was the life.

As was his way, Scott explored his usual indulgences away from the rest of the band. He was enjoying close encounters with a crew known as the Heathen Girls, four long-legged ladies of the groupie variety, led by a foxy femme named Rose Whipperr, who sometimes performed a cabaret act in gay bars. It seemed that whenever Scott toured America, the wildest and most agreeable groupies gravitated to him, like bees to honey. The Heathen Girls were simply his latest all-female entourage. The Heathens also seemed to have Angus in their sights; renowned Australian photographer Rennie Ellis snapped the guitarist backstage at a US gig with the girls following fast in his wake. They seemed unaware that Angus had been seeing a woman named Heather Johnson for some two years. That relationship, while not all-absorbing, clearly had some meaning, because Johnson to this day remains loyal to Angus, not wishing to speak on the record about their time together.

Yet, like Angus, Scott could be a very different person offstage – to think of him solely as a hairy-chested hedonist is like thinking that Angus slept in his school uniform. Sure, Scott knew how to have the best possible time, but the man also had a sensitive side. He was an inveterate letter-writer, constantly updating family and friends as to his latest adventures on the road. He wrote beautifully, too, proving that his range extended beyond the rock-and-roll double entendre. The guy had heart.

Angus, meanwhile, was having the odd flare-up with rowdy American audiences, including a run-in with hecklers at a show in Long Island. Some bozo hit Angus flush on the head with a can; thinking it great sport, his buddies joined in. As the show progressed and the projectiles kept flying, Angus made his way across the stage to Malcolm, seeking a little brotherly advice.

‘Ignore it,’ Malcolm shouted over the roar of the amps. ‘Keep playing.’

Then, through the stage lights, Angus spotted another object flying his way. ‘That’s it,’ he decided, dropping his guitar with a loud clang. ‘Fuck it.’

Angus was just about to jump into the crowd and get into it with his attacker when a bouncer intervened, turfing the can-throwing fool out into the street. Word began to spread that the schoolboy guitarist had a short fuse.

While this was undeniable, Angus found the whole thing confusing. ‘They were fans,’ he said, ‘but they used to just come and heckle me because they said, “He looks great when he gets so upset.”’

A rumour started circulating that, while playing a show at Boston’s Paradise Theatre, Angus left the stage during his extended solo on ‘Rocker’, walked into the street with his guitar, caught a cab to the Prudential Building and was still playing when he exited on the 50th floor. Regardless of its veracity, it was a great story: the schoolboy rocker in overdrive.

Film crews had begun to make a habit of trailing Angus. One caught him taking some hefty slugs of oxygen on stage – damn ciggies – before unleashing another manic solo atop a roadie’s shoulders, the faithful shoving each other aside to touch the hem of his uniform as he passed them. It was like rock’s version of a papal visit. His solos were now true performance pieces. Angus would roll, twitch, writhe and kick frantically, or bolt from one end of the stage to the other, completely lost in the moment, sky-high on adrenaline and electricity – and he never seemed to miss a note.

It was all in sharp contrast to the others, bar Scott. If Angus was a rock-and-roll sniper, firing volley after volley, the other three were infantrymen, moving only when necessary and then in very specific ways. Rudd never left his drum stool, while Williams rarely vacated the safety zone in front of his amp. Malcolm stood as solid as a rock in his stage-right spot beside Rudd, occasionally marching up to the mic, where he’d bark some backing vocals before retreating. This just made more room for Angus, whose assaults on ‘Riff Raff’ and ‘Bad Boy Boogie’ were starting to sound more like Vesuvius erupting than the sounds typically made on a Gibson six-string. ‘Let There Be Rock’, with Angus taunting and teasing the crowd before exploding, now tipped the ten-minute mark. The image of Angus impaled by his own guitar on the cover of the brilliant, emphatic 1978 live album If You Want Blood You’ve Got It said it all: he’d die for the band and their music.

Nonetheless, Angus had a moan about the lack of radio response to the band’s records when another reporter caught up with him in Atlanta, Georgia. ‘In England,’ he said, ‘we were only selling records on the back of performances. The last single was sitting in the Top 20 for, like, six weeks, without one bit of airplay.’

Angus was stretching the truth a bit – ‘Damnation’ hadn’t quite cracked the Top 20 – but he had a point. Radio wasn’t their friend.

So, he was asked, is AC/DC part of an Aussie invasion? After all, other expats such as Rick Springfield, Little River Band and Helen Reddy were doing big business in the States.

Angus grinned. Australians? ‘We’re like Martians, really.’
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Their latest US sortie over, Angus and the band rounded out a stellar year in triumphant style with two way-over-the-top shows at the 3000-plus-seat Hammersmith Odeon in London in mid-November 1978. Even before the first gig began, chants of ‘Angus! Angus!’ erupted in the street outside the venue. Passers-by could have been mistaken for thinking it was a football match. Dozens of Angus clones then took up their places inside the hall, ready to headbang their way into oblivion. The 60 or so security guards ringing the stage were no match for the throng that pushed forward as their set began – ‘Live Wire’ provided the soundtrack to a huge crush down front. Their setlist was a thing of rock-and-roll wonder: ‘High Voltage’, ‘Let There Be Rock’, ‘Problem Child’ and ‘Whole Lotta Rosie’ sent the faithful into spasms of delight.

Writer Ian Cross covered the event for the Canberra Times. While giving frontman Scott due raps, Cross made it clear that it was ‘tiny Angus Young, very much a cult figure over here, who attracted most attention’. Drenched in sweat, Angus was, in Cross’s estimation, ‘undoubtedly AC/DC’s strongest point’. The fans responded as you would expect – they couldn’t get enough. ‘To them,’ Cross reported, ‘AC/DC could do no wrong.’

Though Angus and the others would never make concessions to musical fads or fashion, they were now a better fit on a street level, as new wave gradually superseded punk rock. AC/DC had more in common with guitar-heavy bands like The Jam and Dr Feelgood – even The Pretenders in their earliest incarnation – than they did with The Sex Pistols or The Damned.

Typically, Angus distanced himself from any label. ‘We’ve been called a new wave band, a punk band … each year, when they’ve got a new name, that’s us,’ he grumbled. ‘We’ve never come out and said, “Hey, we’re this.” We were there before the Sex Pistols were formed, y’know. Britain used to call us a punk band before the Sex Pistols because they didn’t have a punk band. It was the media that called us these things.’

The band’s problem of not being able to get their music heard on US radio reached boiling point in late 1978, as they prepared to make another album. Producers Vanda and Young had played a key role in helping AC/DC find, and nurture, their distinctive heavy-hitting, hard-rock sound. They had also just produced a huge international pop hit, John Paul Young’s ‘Love Is in the Air’. But Atlantic in the United States was insistent about change, believing the band should work with a new producer, someone whose recording style would take them to the playlists of US rock radio.

Michael Klenfner from Atlantic in America – who’d cameoed with his best friend, John Belushi, in The Blues Brothers – flew to Sydney at the end of the year for a sit-down with Browning, Alberts staff, the band and Vanda and Young. When the hot topic of producer was raised, Angus and Malcolm dug in: they believed, and with good reason, that Harry and George were crucial to the band. They were family. And, as Michael Browning wrote, ‘The professional and the personal were deeply intertwined in the world of AC/DC.’

Atlantic, however, was insistent and demanded that the band work with a new producer. Angus and Malcolm finally gave in, and would come to nurture some heavy resentment about this. This was one of the toughest calls that they ever had to make. How do you fire your brother, and his partner who was close enough to call family? This was only the second time they’d conceded to a record company’s directive – the other being the recording of ‘Rock ’n’ Roll Damnation’ to beef up Powerage. Malcolm later admitted they felt ‘forced’ to make the shift, that they were powerless.

‘They were very pissed off,’ said Browning, who’d soon fall out with the Youngs due to this tough call. Vanda and Young, to their credit, presented an honourable public face, accepting their fate. What they privately felt wouldn’t have been hard to imagine, though they never disclosed it.

Atlantic’s producer of choice was the 36-year-old, South African-born Eddie Kramer, who’d worked on recent albums with KISS (Alive! and Alive II) and, further back, rock giants Jimi Hendrix and Led Zeppelin (for whom he’d mixed Houses of the Holy). As track records went, Kramer’s was hard to fault – rock bands were clearly his forte.

Kramer flew to Sydney and met Angus and Malcolm, who talked him through the new songs, making it clear who was in charge.

‘A great singer and a cool-sounding band,’ Kramer surmised when asked about AC/DC, which must have sounded pretty meek to the ears of the Youngs.

Band and producer agreed to reconvene at Criteria Studios in Miami, Florida, in February 1979 to begin work on what would become Highway to Hell. The title couldn’t have been more appropriate.
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On 5 February, just before flying stateside, Angus, Malcolm and Bon put in a surprise appearance that would go down as perhaps the ultimate ‘if only you were there’ AC/DC show.

The band name on the poster for that night at Sydney’s Strata Motor Inn was that of The Ferrets, who’d scored a huge hit in August 1977 with their song ‘Don’t Fall in Love’. Very few people – outside of photographer Philip Morris and various Alberts insiders – knew that AC/DC would also be playing; certainly not the small Monday-night Strata crowd. This wasn’t the regular AC/DC, either, which made the gig even more unique. George Young was to sit in on bass.

At around 10 pm, the Youngs, Bon and stand-in drummer Ray Arnott settled onto the tiny stage. ‘I swear that I saw 100 jaws all drop at the same time,’ Morris recalled. It’d been years since AC/DC had rocked such an intimate venue – it had also been some considerable time since Angus had played in something other than a school uniform. Tonight’s dress code was informal: everyone, Angus included, was in jeans and T-shirts.

To the hundred or so stunned onlookers, it was a rare chance to sample what so many British punters had witnessed at the Marquee: the sight of Angus leaping from tabletop to tabletop as if they were lily pads, as he blazed away on his Gibson. When the moment came for Angus to ‘chuck a browneye’, Bon stood alongside him, in the danger zone, laughing his head off.

As Morris’s up-close images from the gig show, the night’s mood was raucous. Angus wasn’t taking any prisoners, either – it didn’t matter whether the crowd numbered 100 or 10,000, he still played hard and fast and came away dripping sweat. Angus felt compelled to leave an impression every night.

‘It was fantastic,’ said Morris, ‘the best surprise gig you could ever imagine attending.’

The Strata Motor Inn was a night of rare sightings – the three Youngs together on stage, Angus playing in street clothes, AC/DC rocking a tiny venue – but it was also a night of farewells. Angus and the band wouldn’t be back onstage in Oz for two years, almost to the day. And Bon Scott would never perform in Australia again.
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‘HOGWASH – WE’RE CALLING IT HIGHWAY TO HELL AND THAT’S HOW IT IS’

RECORDING WITH EDDIE Kramer had barely begun when Michael Browning’s phone rang. Begging wasn’t a word in Malcolm Young’s vocab, but he did sound desperate. ‘Get us the fuck out of this,’ he implored down the line from Miami. ‘It just isn’t working.’

It turned out that Kramer’s approach in the studio was vastly different to that of George Young, who’d sit at the piano with Angus and Malcolm and work through songs with them. If something didn’t fly on the piano, it was discarded. By contrast, Kramer seemed intent on having the band record a cover of the old soul hit ‘Gimme Some Lovin’’, rather than a Scott/Young/Young original. Given the quality of the band’s new songs, and the simple fact that the trio had already produced everything from ‘Jailbreak’ to ‘Long Way to the Top’, ‘Dog Eat Dog’ and ‘Let There Be Rock’ – and loads more greats besides – it was a bizarre decision. Malcolm spoke on behalf of everyone: they wanted out. Now.

But good fortune was on the band’s side. Browning was sharing a New York apartment at the time with Clive Calder, a South African–born music publisher who also represented record producers. Among Calder’s clients was Robert John ‘Mutt’ Lange, who’d had success with The Motors and The Boomtown Rats; he’d produced the UK number 1 hit ‘Rat Trap’ for the latter.

Lange was an interesting character, a strict vegetarian devoted to Sant Mat, whose teachings dated back to thirteenth-century India. Herbal tea was his tipple of choice. The hardscrabble life of the Youngs and the rest of the band was a long way from Lange’s middle-class world. Still, he worked wonders in the studio: Lange was a perfectionist, the kind of producer who pursued a clean, powerful sound with the commitment of a zealot. And his star was rising. ‘He cooked the shit out of us,’ XTC’s Andy Partridge said about recording 1978’s ‘This Is Pop’ with Lange, ‘but when he was done, it was 80 times better than when we started.’

Malcolm Young had no idea who Lange was – ‘Never heard of ’im,’ he told Browning – but agreed to give him a shot.

While the band got the hell out of Florida, Browning started putting a deal in place with Lange, although there was a catch: Calder insisted that his client only work with acts who’d had gold records – that is, with sales of at least 500,000. AC/DC wasn’t quite at that level yet (nor was Lange, in fact, but that didn’t seem to be an issue). But Browning was relentless in his pursuit of Lange, and eventually Calder raised the white flag. The band would convene with their new producer at Roundhouse Studios in London in March 1979.

Bon’s first conversation with Lange was a gem. ‘I’ve just read a review,’ Scott said with a trademark chuckle, ‘that described my voice as “a weasel in heat”. Reckon you can work with that?’

Lange thought it over and figured there was no reason why he couldn’t, and the Highway to Hell sessions began in earnest. They would continue through March and April 1979.

For Angus, this was a very different working environment. Lange asked that Angus sit with him in the control room as he recorded his epic solos, a new sensation for the guitarist, who usually did his dying bug routine out in the studio. Lange, who’d played in a number of bands in the late 1960s and early ’70s, even offered Angus some guidance about his playing. Until now, Angus had only taken advice from his brothers, so this took some getting used to.

When he was later asked about working with Lange, though, Angus was uncharacteristically positive. ‘It sparkled from the word go,’ he said. ‘It was good … for all of us but in particular he done a good job on Bon’s vocals.’

From Angus, this was the highest praise.

And the proof was in the recording: the weasel in heat was on fire, as was the guitarist in short pants. One song in particular really took solid shape inside Roundhouse, as Angus later told Molly Meldrum. ‘We were rehearsing, me and Malcolm were in there bashing away one day, when I came up with the idea for [“Highway to Hell”]. I think it’s a great song.’

‘Highway to Hell’ was much more than a great song. It captured everything that Angus, Malcolm, Bon and the rest of the band had learned over the past five years, both musically (it roared) and lyrically, featuring the type of streetwise poetry that Scott had expressed so well during ‘Long Way to the Top’ and ‘Dog Eat Dog’. The title was from Angus: to him, it summed up the band’s relentless march. Every word that Scott sang on ‘Highway to Hell’ – and every note that Angus and the group played – was born from real-life experience. This was rock and roll vérité.

With recording complete, the band and Browning gathered in New York in April for a listening session. Not much was said as the LP played; there was no need. Everyone in the room knew this was the record, a true game changer, a set of songs that US radio could not ignore, from the earth-shuddering riff that kicked off ‘Highway to Hell’ all the way to Scott’s cheeky ‘Na nu, na nu’ signoff at the close of the otherwise menacing ‘Night Prowler’. (He was a Mork and Mindy fan.)

As Browning wrote in his memoir Dog Eat Dog, ‘“Highway to Hell”, the song and the album, was going to break the band wide open.’ In Atlantic’s New York office, one staffer played the record so loudly it shattered windows.

However, the label had one question for the band: did they have to go with that title? There were some in-house concerns about its Satanic implications. Americans could get weird about that type of thing, especially down south in the Bible belt, where the band had built a following.

Angus spoke for everyone: ‘Hogwash – we’re calling it Highway to Hell and that’s how it is.’
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Rather than following their usual approach, in which they’d play a number of UK dates before heading stateside, the band shifted their focus exclusively to North America, at least for the first part of their touring year. Angus and band plugged in on 8 May 1979 at the Dane County Coliseum in Madison, Wisconsin, and continued touring for the rest of the year, playing their final date four days before Christmas. This was an epic haul, tangible evidence that Angus, Malcolm and the others lived, breathed, ate and shat AC/DC.

There were casualties. Backstage at the Nashville Theater on 22 May, Browning was given a gobful by Angus and Malcolm, with Scott and Rudd adding their two bob’s worth. (Bassist Williams, who’d been all but handed his job by Browning, wisely kept his distance.) Their grievances included the sacking of Vanda and Young, and the emergence of a man named Cedric Kushner, who had been brought on as a management partner by Browning. Michael Klenfner, who’d been one of the band’s most vocal advocates at Atlantic, had been fired, and the band held Browning responsible for this too. Another issue that didn’t sit well with the band was the news that Browning had been approached about possibly managing Johnny Van Zant, the younger brother of the late Ronnie Van Zant (the Lynyrd Skynyrd vocalist died in a plane crash on 20 October 1977). It felt to them as though Browning didn’t share their level of commitment. That wasn’t true, but the Youngs were a stubborn bunch when their minds were set.

Browning had been a key player in the rise of AC/DC, and had just linked the band to the producer who would help make them superstars, but he was still given his marching orders. He shared a silent bus ride with the band back to their hotel in Nashville. ‘Suddenly I was persona non grata,’ he wrote, ‘and that hurt a lot … Once out, that’s it: you’re as good as dead to them.’

Angus and the band motored on to Atlanta for their next gig, as Browning headed back to New York to pick up the pieces of his life and his career – and to work on his health. He held the hard-to-please Angus at least partly accountable for his two-pack-a-day smoking habit.
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If there was one performance on the band’s lengthy 1979 tour that captured them at their blazing best – and gave American audiences a vivid, tangible display of the Angus and Bon show – it happened on 21 July at Oakland. It was another of promoter Bill Graham’s ‘Day on the Green’ shows, the site of AC/DC’s dust-up with Foreigner a year earlier. Heading the event in 1979 were Aerosmith and gonzo guitarist/NRA supporter Ted Nugent, who rivalled Angus when it came to guitar-wielding chaos. AC/DC was third on the bill; the event drew another crowd of more than 50,000.

Playing in daylight may have still been a relatively new thing for the band – it was barely breakfast time for Bon Scott – but that meant nothing to Angus. It was already sticky-hot in Oakland; Angus’s schoolboy blacks didn’t last much beyond the openers, ‘Live Wire’ and ‘Problem Child’. Bon, his hair wild, his faded jeans well and truly filled, didn’t even bother with a shirt. The band was on fire, playing louder than hell’s bells themselves. Angus was dwarfed by a wall of amps, enough firepower to carry AC/DC’s sound to the nosebleed seats of the stadium and beyond.

As they got into their work, Angus darted from one side of the stage to the other as if electro-charged. He was constantly in motion, unleashing his best dying bug routine during ‘Bad Boy Boogie’. The crowd roared as Angus hit the stage and spun like a stunned cockroach, his face a bewildering mixture of expressions: euphoric, pained, half-crazy, possessed, exhausted – all in a matter of minutes. But this was the just the beginning. Throughout the set, Angus duckwalked, shook his head like a sweaty pup and dropped to his scabby knees while spitting out notes from his Gibson; he completely owned the stage and was well on the way to shedding more than his usual three pounds during their time on stage. Even the bleachers were packed, the crowd soaking up Angus’s madly physical performance and the band’s raw, primal power.

And then it happened. About three-quarters of the way into the band’s tight 50-minute bracket, as they played ‘Rocker’, Angus was off, showing a deft turn of pace as he disappeared into the Oakland Coliseum’s outfield, giving his wireless guitar rig a thorough workout, not to mention the beefy security dudes who were trying to keep up with him. As Angus took his lap of honour, Malcolm, Williams and Rudd locked into a rock-steady groove, not letting it slip for a second, while Bon darted offstage to take a breather. Urged on by the audience, and playing all the while, Angus raced through the distant bleachers, the excited fans scattering to let him through. After several minutes on the run, he finally reappeared on the stage, straddling Scott’s brawny shoulders and still playing like a man under the influence. By the end of the set Angus was perched high atop the bank of onstage amps. The crowd went absolutely berserk – the Coliseum was a sea of clenched fists and raised arms. Angus had unleashed a hard-rock blitzkrieg.

Aerosmith’s manager, David Krebs, was so impressed that he took AC/DC on as a client. Peter Mensch, Krebs’ business partner, was equally awestruck. ‘I’d never seen anything like it before,’ he said. (Years later, Steve Leber, the third member of this management troika, said that Angus was a better player than Aerosmith’s Joe Perry. ‘Truth is, Angus is fucking amazing,’ he enthused. ‘He’s of the people, for the people: 100 per cent high energy.’)

Angus may have been in a particularly ebullient mood because of something that happened a few weeks earlier. He and the band had dashed back to Europe in mid-July, playing a brief set in Arnhem, Holland, that was broadcast on Countdown. While in Arnhem, Angus was introduced to Ellen van Lochem, a golden-blonde Dutch native. At the time, van Lochem was allegedly dating the vocalist of Dutch band Normaal, who opened that night for AC/DC. Something clicked, however, because Angus and Ellen would marry in February 1980.

They were an odd couple – van Lochem was a full six inches taller than the diminutive rocker, for one thing, and Angus wasn’t fluent in Dutch – but theirs was a match built to last. Ellen became quite a strong presence on the road, tending to such things as the ironing of Angus’s uniform before he went on stage. Malcolm, too, was in love; he’d marry his partner, Linda, just before Christmas 1979. She’d worked with Fifa Riccobono, a key player at Alberts in Sydney. These relationships were probably the only stable thing in the Youngs’ increasingly restless, peripatetic lives.

Oakland typified Angus’s frenzied performances during the band’s 1979 US tour: he was playing like a man hell-bent on converting every single jean-and-T-shirt-clad headbanger in the country. During AC/DC’s appearance at the Long Beach Arena on the west coast, Angus was yet again the star of the show, even outshining the bare-chested Bon Scott.

‘AC/DC’s candidate for the rock Valhalla is Angus Young,’ Don Snowden reported in the LA Times. ‘He plays to the hilt the twin roles of traditional guitar hero and bratty problem child. His hyperkinetic, wildman antics – ranging from innumerable bastardized duckwalks to being carried through the crowd amid a phalanx of security men – kept most of the fans in the scaled-down arena on their feet throughout much of the performance. It was strictly a one-man show, with the other members simply doing their job and staying out of Angus’ way.’

The idea of a charismatic rooster like Bon Scott ‘staying out of the way’ of Angus said plenty about the guitarist’s now almost overwhelming stage presence. Sometimes he just had to let Angus do his thing.

The truth was that Scott was starting to feel his age. He caught up with Tana Douglas, the band’s first roadie, and admitted to her that he had some trouble ‘keeping up with the boys’ – especially Angus. ‘Maybe I’m getting too old for this shit,’ Scott confided to Douglas. Bon was all of 33.
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Back in the United Kingdom, the band’s marquee value was rising fast. On 18 August they were given the chance to rock Wembley Stadium for the first time, as part of a huge day that also featured The Who, American Nils Lofgren and punk survivors The Stranglers. Not a bad line-up for eight quid. A crowd of around 80,000 sardined themselves into the famous venue. School satchel firmly in place, Angus strutted onto the stage in basic blacks and saw nothing but faces stretching back hundreds of yards, deep into Wembley’s bowels. And even though they didn’t have full use of the stage – the front area was a headliner-only zone – Angus still pulled out his best Chuck Berry moves, crisscrossing the stage at a lively clip, setting off a frenzy among the legion of air guitarists in the crowd.

Despite hassles with their sound – problems that the ever-suspicious Youngs felt might have been sabotage – Angus and the band poured everything into their 60-minute set, which kicked off with the usual ‘Live Wire’ and culminated with ‘If You Want Blood’. ‘Bad Boy Boogie’, an Angus showcase, checked in at eleven minutes, while ‘Rocker’ also ticked over the ten-minute mark. ‘Highway to Hell’ was positioned at the halfway point of their set; it was now a key song in their repertoire.

Melody Maker’s Harry Doherty, who’d been a tad disdainful of the band in the past, had become a convert. ‘Only AC/DC really managed to move the audience,’ he reported from Wembley, ‘a reaction that was best gauged when the p.a. packed up during their set, leading to a bitter reaction from an audience that was plainly getting into rough’n’tumble boogie … Guitarist Angus Young, still wearing those silly school shorts, is a limited but effective guitarist who makes up for his shortcomings by enthusiastic gymnastics, while singer Bon Scott is a provocative frontman. This could be just the break the band needed to finally push their point home to Britain.’

Doherty was on the money; within weeks ‘Highway to Hell’ had cracked the UK singles chart, muscling aside the likes of Billy Ocean, Patrick Hernandez and the B52s on its way to the Top 50. In Germany it spent a marathon 45 weeks in the charts; in France, Holland and Belgium, ‘Hell’ hit the Top 20.

By the time the band reached Paris in early December, the word was out: unlikely figures such as designer Yves Saint Laurent were looking on at the Pavillon de Paris, something Angus – seemingly the least fashion conscious of people – noted from the stage. It appeared that these runt rockers – ‘Australian delinquents playing their bloodshot blues’, in the words of Rolling Stone – were now à la mode. Angus marked the occasion by wading into the crowd during ‘Rocker’ on the shoulders of a man mountain of a security guard, then clamoured to the top of his speaker stack and used it as a catwalk of sorts, strutting through another solo. Angus’s show-stopping performance culminated with one of the best dying bugs he’d ever managed.

A film crew caught up with the band backstage just prior to the Pavillon gig – shooting what would become the movie Let There Be Rock – and, as was their way, a few in-house truths slipped through the cracks of their on-camera byplay. Angus and Malcolm were caught tuning up backstage, ciggies in their mouths as always, seemingly immune to everything and everyone around them, thinking about nothing but the sound of their guitars. ‘The notorious Young brothers,’ Angus chuckled when at last he acknowledged the camera.

Angus was quizzed about his bandmates. Drummer Phil Rudd; what’s he all about?

‘Phil?’ pondered Angus, screwing up his face. ‘He’s good, except he keeps picking his nose and flicking it at me with his drumstick. Gets a bit out of hand, but you learn to duck.’

And Bon? What can you tell us about Bon Scott?

‘Bon’s very different, too; he’s a very individual person. What can I say? He’s a lunatic, but he’s great.’

Angus confessed to being a backstage doodler; wherever they played he left behind an impression. The camera caught him sketching a self-portrait in pencil, the crazed schoolkid with the devil’s horns. ‘I like to leave a little trademark of myself, the devil in the school suit,’ he said. ‘If I get bad service in restaurants, I draw it on the napkins. It’s pretty hard to wash off.’

Bon entered the frame and was asked about his onstage partner in mayhem. ‘Angus? I think he’s kind of crazy,’ he said. ‘The first night I saw the band was at a club back in Australia. I knew the manager but I’d never heard of AC/DC. The manager said, “Stand here, the band comes on in two minutes.” So I stood there and there’s little guy in a school uniform, bag on his back, going crazy. I laughed for about half an hour. I still laugh. I think he’s great.’

Insights disclosed, Angus ducked into the band’s makeshift dressing room – a tiny caravan parked backstage – and emerged in full schoolboy ensemble, menacing red devil’s horns affixed to his cap. The crowd’s cheers built in volume as the band took the stage. With that, they ripped into ‘Live Wire’, a single spotlight hitting Angus, who broke into a furious, frantic duckwalk as he and the band tore the roof off the place.

‘Angus?’ pondered Malcolm when asked about his brother by another journalist. ‘He amazes me. I love to watch him. He’s better than Mick Jagger, and Elton John and Rod Stewart and Paul McCartney.’

Angus, seated nearby, laughed this off. He reckoned audiences asked just one question about him: ‘Who’s the ugly little man up there?’

In a display of true sibling unity, Malcolm disagreed. ‘Sometimes,’ he said, ‘because of the volume on stage, you don’t hear the stuff Angus is doing solo-wise. But listening back later, you wonder how he can do that with all the racket going on. He’s a hot player. His dues are yet to come. Not everyone understands how good he is. One day they’ll see it in its entirety and go, “Fuck, he’s the best of them all.” And that’ll be true.’

Earlier in the tour, a reporter from the Atlanta Gazette asked Angus to describe the band’s music: what was AC/DC all about?

‘It’s just rock and roll,’ replied Angus, who began getting pretty animated. ‘A lot of times we get criticised for it. A lot of music papers come out with, “When are they going to stop playing those three chords?” If you believe you shouldn’t just play just three chords it’s pretty silly on their part. To us, the simpler a song is, the better, ’cause it’s more in line with what the person on the street is.’

Those three chords were doing just fine for Angus right now. And for once the critics were united in their praise of the band and their latest album. Even Rolling Stone, hardly the biggest AC/DC advocate up to now, acknowledged that Highway to Hell was a breakthrough record. ‘The songs are more compact, the choruses fattened by rugby-team harmonies,’ the magazine noted. Lange was given due credit too, his production aiding a record in which ‘the boys graduate from the back of the bar to the front of the arena’.

The album breached the US Top 50 – a first – and charted highly throughout Europe and Australia, where it stuck like glue to the album chart for five months. And Hell broke loose in the UK Top 10, just as In Through the Out Door, the swan song from Led Zeppelin, one of AC/DC’s biggest influences, came and went. Change was in the wind – and on the charts.

Towards the close of the Let There Be Rock film, a cucumber-cool Bon Scott, decked out in flowing scarf and black leather jacket, walked and talked as a camera trailed him along a Parisian rue.

‘Bon,’ the cameraman asked him, ‘the other boys in the band say you’re great but a little special. Do you know what they mean by that?’

‘I’m a special drunkard,’ he smiled, ‘I drink too much.’

‘Do you feel you’re a star?’

‘No,’ Bon said with a shake of his head. ‘But I see stars sometimes.’

A DJ from Midwestern US radio station WABX also spoke with Scott around this time. They agreed that within twelve months there would be no bigger band on the planet than AC/DC. World domination was inevitable.

‘Hopefully the band’s still alive then,’ Scott laughed. ‘We might all die from malnutrition and exhaustion.’

The reality would be even more tragic.
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‘BON’S DEAD’

ANGUS WAS THE first to get the news. Bon’s former girlfriend, Silver, called him sometime on 20 February. It was clear from the way Silver spoke that she was in shock, and that something terrible had happened. ‘Bon’s dead,’ she said.

Angus was bewildered. No, that couldn’t be right.

Angus had never experienced the death of someone so close to him. He had no idea what to do, think or say. While he knew that Scott suffered from asthma and a fondness for ‘life sweeteners’, Bon had always bounced back from any sickness or overindulgence. This was the indestructible Bon Scott, a man who’d dodged plenty of bullets in his 33 years: he’d survived a horrible bike crash back in South Australia, not to mention overdoses and clashes with irate parents and/or boyfriends determined to beat him to a pulp. This was a man with a swagger and a grin rarely seen in rock and roll, the master of ‘toilet poetry’, who was peaking as a singer and frontman.

A few minutes passed as Angus struggled to digest the news. Thoughts flashed through his mind: should he have got closer to Bon, looked out for him more? Distraught, he called Malcolm.

‘I’m stunned,’ Malcolm replied after a long pause. ‘Numb.’

‘What should we do?’ Angus asked.

Malcolm said he’d call Bon’s mother, Isa; it’d be best if she got the news from someone in the band.

At first, Isa thought it was Bon checking in with her. Malcolm later said it was ‘the most difficult thing I’ve ever had to do. God knows how they felt.’

Upon hearing the awful news, Isa later admitted, ‘I nearly tore my hair out.’ She’d spoken with Bon just a few days earlier; he’d told her about his new girlfriend, a Japanese woman named Anna. Isa had joked that he was doing his best to date all the women of the world.

On 15 February, at a London studio, Bon had met up with Angus and Malcolm, who were working on two new songs, ‘Let Me Put My Love into You’ and ‘Have a Drink on Me’. Bon wasn’t ready to attempt anything too serious; these were still songs under development for their next record. Instead, he asked if he could sit in on drums – which was ironic, in hindsight, given that he’d first offered his services to the band as drummer. It was a good session, a lighthearted warm-up for the more serious recording to come. Bon was ‘itching to go’ with the new record, according to Angus.

On the night of 19 February, Bon had gone out on a tear with a friend, Alistair Kinnear, ending up at a London club called the Music Machine. Bon had passed out on the drive back to his flat at Ashley Court. When Kinnear couldn’t get Bon inside, he decided to drive back to his own place, in East Dulwich. Unable to get Bon up the stairs – his flat was a few floors up – Kinnear covered him in a blanket and left him to sleep it off in the back of his car, a Renault 5, which he had parked on the street. This wasn’t the first time Bon had overnighted in a parked car, but this was London in February, and the winter chill could be fierce. At some point during the night, Bon vomited and choked. When Kinnear checked on him the following morning, Bon was cold and stiff.

Kinnear rushed him to King’s College Hospital in Camberwell, but Bon was pronounced dead on arrival. Kinnear was joined by AC/DC’s manager, Peter Mensch, and tour manager Ian Jeffery, who identified Bon’s body.

Word quickly made its way to the band members, to the British press – ‘Rock star drinks himself to death,’ screamed the Evening Standard – and then to Australia.

Scott’s death hit the local community like a hurricane. ‘When Bon Scott died in London yesterday,’ noted the Daily Telegraph’s Roger Crosthwaite, ‘a little piece of rock history ended.’ Crosthwaite was only half-right – this would turn out to be both an ending and a new beginning for AC/DC.

Ted Albert wrote a touching, heartfelt letter to Bon’s parents: ‘We have lost a really good friend. A gentleman in the truest sense.’ It was high praise from another true gentleman.

‘It shocked me deeply,’ said Molly Meldrum on the set of Countdown, upon hearing of Scott’s death. Meldrum later compared the loss to that of Beatle John Lennon. ‘The loss of Bon is something you can’t express. He was one of the greatest showmen.’

Angus struggled to reconcile what had happened. ‘By the way he carried himself, you really thought that Bon Scott was immortal,’ he said. ‘He would drink like a fish, and when you saw him the next morning, he’d be no worse for wear. And you’d think to yourself, “How does this guy do this?”’

On Bon’s death certificate, after his autopsy on 22 February, it was recorded that he died of ‘acute alcohol poisoning’; it was ‘death by misadventure’. There was no trace of drugs in Scott’s system. His body was flown back to Australia.

Angus was perhaps hit hardest by Scott’s death; their double act had brought them close on stage, even if that closeness hadn’t flowed over into their private lives. Their chemistry was an essential part of the band. He said Bon was ‘like a member of the family’.

‘I was sad for Bon,’ said Angus. ‘We’d seen more of him than his family did.’ Angus admitted that there wouldn’t have been an AC/DC if not for Scott: he was the missing link that made everything gel. ‘Bon moulded the character and flavour of AC/DC.’ Angus also said he felt ‘horribly grown up’ in the wake of Scott’s death. ‘When you’re young you don’t think something like death is going to touch you,’ he later admitted. ‘I’d never really had a tragedy that close. It was so hard to believe he was not there.’

Not long after Bon’s death, Malcolm spoke with Angus. Moping wasn’t the Youngs’ style; they were all about momentum, even in terrible times such as this. ‘I’m not gonna sit around all fucking year,’ Malcolm told his brother. ‘Do you wanna come back and rehearse?’

‘Of course,’ Angus replied after a beat, adding, ‘And I’m sure if it had been one of us, Bon would have done the same.’

But first they had to lay their friend to rest. The band returned to Australia for Bon’s service, which was held at 11 am on 1 March in Fremantle. He’d been cremated the day before. A few fans gathered outside the crematorium, but inside was just a small group: Bon’s family, people from Alberts, the guys from the band. There were no TV cameras or reporters. Bon’s ashes were laid to rest under some hefty gum trees.

‘Close to our hearts,’ read Bon’s rather plain grave marker, ‘he will always stay loved and remembered every day.’

At the service, Bon’s father, Chick, spoke with Malcolm and Angus. ‘You’ve got to keep going,’ he told them. ‘Find another singer. That’s what Bon would have wanted.’

It was just the affirmation the Youngs needed. They may have not been in great emotional shape, but they could keep working on their new material, grinding it into shape before their search for a vocalist began. It was the perfect therapy for men who’d rather speak with their guitars and get on with shit than sob on each other’s shoulders.

In a slightly spooky footnote, Bon’s Christmas cards, which he’d sent from London just before his death – but without sufficient postage – began reaching family and friends back in Australia in the days after his service. It was as though he was having the last laugh from beyond the grave.
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By mid-March 1980, with some upcoming sessions scheduled with Mutt Lange, the Youngs agreed to audition new vocalists. Angus knew this wasn’t going to be easy for him, but he also sensed that the new songs he and Malcolm were tinkering with were too powerful to leave on the shelf. It was time to get moving.

Asked at the time about hiring a new singer, Angus said this: ‘If someone walked in tomorrow and clicked, we’d go straight and record [the new album], ’cause we’ve basically got all the ideas and songs. It just needs that one missing ingredient.’

This, of course, wasn’t some simple rock-and-roll shouter’s gig. AC/DC needed someone with the voice to carry the weight of their songs and the stage presence to keep the show rolling along. It was an incredibly demanding job. There was another minor matter: Highway to Hell had broken into the US Top 20, moving the band several steps further up the rock-and-roll ladder. Their new singer didn’t only have to keep the machine humming, he had to help break the band globally. As if that wasn’t enough, there was also the challenge of filling Bon’s hefty size 10s. Already, ‘Bon Lives’ graffiti had been spotted in various backstreets – he’d become a cult figure.

Back in October 1978, Bon and Angus and the band had raised hell for a crowd of headbangers and spotty students at Essex University. The gig was filmed for a British TV show called Rock Goes to College. Angus was on fire that night, almost literally: when he charged through the crowd on Bon’s shoulders during ‘Rocker’, dry ice billowed from his backpack – it was as though he was sending smoke signals as he played. It was a neat trick, a new addition to Angus’s bag of onstage stunts. During an extended ‘Bad Boy Boogie’, Angus performed a slow striptease, draping his sweat-stained white shirt over the mic stand after he’d rubbed it vigorously between his legs. Then he strapped on his Gibson and played another mind-blowing solo.

In the thick of the crowd at Essex Uni had been Brian Johnson, a fuzzy-haired Geordie who once sang for a glamrock band called – imaginatively – Geordie. Johnson loved what he saw that night. ‘I was transfixed with Angus and Bon,’ Johnson later said. ‘These two guys at the front were the greatest characters I’d ever seen, especially Angus. I was hooked.’

Geordie had toured Australia, partly on the strength of a geographical connection – they were popular in the working-class New South Wales town of Newcastle, a sort of sister city to its UK namesake. They even rocked ‘Whole Lotta Rosie’ in their live sets. Back home, Geordie had flirted with the UK Top 10 in 1973 with a single named ‘All Because of You’, but Johnson left the group in 1976 for a solo career.

When Johnson heard about Scott’s death and the group’s search for a new singer, he considered signing up for the audition, but with some trepidation. He felt that his career was done; separated from his wife, the father of two was living with his parents and repairing cars for a living. Johnson was pretty much broke – ‘fuckin’ skint’, by his own estimation. He didn’t foresee much of a future for a 32-year-old rock-and-roller. But Johnson had a gig singing a jingle in London on the same day, so he decided to check out the AC/DC audition while he was in town. At least he’d cover his costs as the jingle paid £350.

Angus, meanwhile, had put together a list of singers that he felt Bon would have okayed for the band, and Johnson’s name was on it. Bon had told Angus about his days in the band Fraternity, when they’d shared a bill with Geordie. ‘Bon always told the story of seeing this wild lead singer rolling around the stage howling,’ Angus explained. ‘Bon always said it was the best performance he ever saw.’ In fact, it had been no performance – Johnson had been diagnosed with appendicitis immediately after the gig and carted off to hospital. He’d been writhing around the stage in pain. It was also during this gig that Scott saw Johnson do something he thought very interesting – he piggybacked Geordie’s guitarist around the stage, a move Scott duly adopted with Angus.

On the day of his audition at Vanilla Studios in Pimlico, Johnson wandered into the rehearsal space. Nothing seemed to be happening. He saw a roadie he knew, and the two men started shooting some pool.

‘So what are you doing here?’ the crew member asked Johnson after a few games.

‘I’ve been told to come here to audition for AC/DC,’ he replied.

‘Oh,’ the roadie said, ‘that’s upstairs.’

Johnson had almost missed his big opportunity. But when he got his turn to belt out a song, he impressed Angus and Malcolm – Mal was so impressed he gave Johnson a bottle of brown ale to work on while he sang. He looked good, too – maybe not in the shirtless style of Bon Scott (few could pull that off), but Johnson was a physical performer, the kind of guy who prowled the stage like he owned it and clung to the mic as if it was his life support. As for the flat cap, it gave him the look of a rock-and-roll Andy Capp, a neat contrast to Angus’s Albert Steptoe. Johnson wasn’t overly tall, either – and height could be an issue with the Youngs. Most importantly, Johnson could wail.

‘Well,’ Angus said to Malcolm, after Johnson let loose a glass-shattering howl during a run-through of ‘Whole Lotta Rosie’, ‘he’ll definitely be able to hit the high notes.’

Johnson was signed to a six-month retainer. If it didn’t work out, he’d be straight back to the auto shop.
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Johnson’s first interview as the new man in AC/DC was with Sounds magazine, long-time champions of the band. ‘I’m scared shitless, really,’ he admitted. ‘All I know is there’s a stack of work to do.’

Angus and Malcolm had already spoken with Johnson about writing lyrics for the band. They made riffs, not rhymes; could Johnson take over from Scott?

‘I’ll give it a shot,’ Johnson replied.

Come April 1980 – just six weeks after Scott’s death – and Johnson was with the band and producer Lange in the Compass Point Studios in the Bahamas, working on an album that many sensed would be the making of AC/DC. The choice of locale was partly financial – there were some tax concessions, handy for a band that had dropped some serious money making Highway to Hell – and partly from a desire to harness the band’s energy and focus. There were few distractions. But when severe tropical storms lashed the studio early on, at times cutting off the power, everyone involved started to question the shift. One night a crab shuffled its way across the studio floor as Angus worked on a solo, much to his shock. That never happened at Alberts.

The first song cut in the Bahamas was one of several nods to Bon Scott. During sound checks on the Highway to Hell tour, Malcolm had been tinkering with a monstrous riff that he couldn’t get out of his head. Finally, in the studio with Mutt Lange, the song ‘Back in Black’ took shape. It was right up there, riff-wise, with ‘Touch Too Much’ or ‘Let There Be Rock’ and ‘Riff Raff’. The thing was so ominous it might well have been lifted straight from a horror movie soundtrack. Lange couldn’t have dreamed of a more potent starting point – it brought the entire album into focus. AC/DC was back, stronger and more resilient than ever, even though they’d been through some heavy shit. And their long-serving brother in arms hadn’t been forgotten.

Malcolm had been working on another titanium-strength riff, which formed the basis for ‘Hells Bells’. ‘What do you think?’ he asked Angus as he played some menacing chords.

‘It’s mystical,’ Angus replied – fanciful language for a man who didn’t mince his words.

During that apocalyptic storm that hit the studio early on, Johnson had been inspired to write some lyrics – ‘I’m rollin’ thunder / pourin’ rain’ – that fitted perfectly with Malcolm’s great new riff. ‘Hells Bells’ was completed in no time.

‘Have a Drink on Me’, the track on which Scott had drummed in the rehearsal studio just days before his death, was also a toast to the singer, even if the subject matter seemed a tad insensitive, in light of recent events. Fuck it, Angus figured, Bon would have found the irony funny.

Five weeks in, and the band had nine tracks done and dusted. Angus and Malcolm were working on one last song, which Malcolm called ‘Rock and Roll Ain’t Noise Pollution’, although as yet they had no lyrics.

‘What do you reckon, Jonno?’ they asked their new singer.

‘That’s a great one to fuckin’ rhyme with,’ Johnson dead-panned. ‘Pollution?’

In the vocal booth, Lange spoke with Johnson as the instrumental track played. ‘Brian,’ he said, ‘it’s Mutt. Could you say something over the top of that? Just talk.’

Johnson’s totally improvised, spoken-word intro – delivered like a Southern preacher by way of Newcastle – made for some of his best work on the album. It had to be said, though, that, as a lyricist, Johnson wasn’t a notch on Bon Scott. He could pull off the occasional smutty double entendre – ‘she told me to come / but I was already there’ – but his lyrics had none of the wit, cheek or hard-won wisdom of Scott’s. He’d never write a ‘Dirty Deeds’, let alone a ‘Long Way to the Top’. Yet with the soaring, scorched-earth lead breaks of Angus and the mighty riffs of Malcolm, the album was a masterclass in rock guitar.

The Bahamas sessions were all about the work, bar the occasional reprieve. Malcolm became a father for the first time during the sessions, his wife giving birth to a son named Ross. Angus led the celebrations, toasting his nephew with a very unlikely gift, at least for him: a bottle of Scotch. Johnson downed half of it in one gulp, and still had to carry Angus to bed soon after. Drinking was never going to be one of Angus’s strengths.

Keith Emerson – late of British prog rock goliaths Emerson, Lake and Palmer – lived in Nassau and formed an unlikely alliance with Angus during the making of Back in Black. Some afternoons Emerson would take Angus and the band out on his boat. ‘It kind of introduced them to my way of Bahamian life,’ Emerson told a reporter. Angus and the band weren’t natural-born anglers, but the respite proved handy.

While mixing the record in New York, having ducked out for a piss, an idea struck Malcolm: ‘Hell’s Bells’ wouldn’t be complete without some chiming bells. This proved to be one of the bigger challenges for the production team. Engineer Tony Platt first tried to capture the sound of the bells in a church across the street from the Electric Lady Studios, but an invasion of pigeons made that impossible. In the end, a bell was commissioned from a foundry in Leicestershire, which would feature on the record and become a handy stage prop. In concert, Johnson would come to use it as a sort of jungle gym.

Typically, the band had a battle with their record label before Back in Black was released. Angus and Malcolm had their minds set on a stark black cover, a memorial to Bon Scott (and most likely the inspiration for a future Spinal Tap plotline). An all-black cover? The suits at Atlantic weren’t sure it was a great idea; after all, Angus had been such a feature of previous cover designs. He was without doubt the face of the band.

But the Youngs dug in; this was how it was meant to be. Angus said the all-black design was a ‘sign of mourning’. They won the fight, and the album was released, cover design untouched, on 25 July 1980. It’s remarkable now to think that Scott had died only five months earlier, but it’s also a testimony to the work ethic of the Youngs: they’d mourned, they’d felt Scott’s loss heavily, and then they’d got back to work.
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The response to Back in Black was immediate, definitive and euphoric – and the band’s timing was spot-on. In the months leading up to its release, there’d been big albums released by fellow hard-rockers Judas Priest (British Steel), Iron Maiden (self-titled) and Black Sabbath (Heaven and Hell), so the commercial mood was right for AC/DC, even though none of the competing records packed the sonic force or visceral impact of Back in Black. From the spooky tolling of the bells that opened the album – thirteen times, no less – to the closing roar of ‘Noise Pollution’, this was a relentless assault, but one that didn’t scrimp on melody.

Brian Johnson first heard the finished album after it was mixed – proof of how protective the Youngs were of their work – and was thrilled by the result. ‘I was knocked out,’ he admitted. ‘I couldn’t believe it was that good.’

Rolling Stone magazine was converted, finally, giving the album a four-star review, and crediting the Youngs for being ‘responsible for most of the musical mayhem’ that powered Back in Black. Angus’s ‘banzai solos’ were, quite rightly, seen as the ‘studio equivalents of his notorious schoolboy tantrums on stage’.

‘While the accidental death of singer Bon Scott last February was undoubtedly a big blow, Scott’s untimely demise seems to have lit a roaring fire under this Australian band,’ wrote Stone writer David Fricke. ‘Back in Black … is the apex of heavy-metal art: the first LP since Led Zeppelin II that captures all the blood, sweat and arrogance of the genre. In other words, Back in Black kicks like a mutha.’

AC/DC had unleashed a monster.

[image: ]

Softly, softly was never the AC/DC method for blooding a new member, particularly not when they had a hot new album to push. Brian Johnson walked out onstage for the first time with Angus and the band on 29 June 1980 at Namur, Belgium, and would continue virtually without a break for the next eight months, when, for the first time since 1976’s notorious Giant Dose tour, the band filled the Myer Music Bowl in Melbourne. It was a breezy introductory run of some 140-plus dates, taking the band all the way around the globe, from Europe to America, Japan and Australia. Johnson could safely give up his day job.

It was Angus, rather than Johnson, who was especially nervous on that first night in Namur. He was all but unapproachable pre-show. It didn’t help that the first order of tour T-shirts, worth some $200,000 – merchandising was fast becoming a massive component of the AC/DC empire – incorrectly read ‘Back and Black’.

Demand for the new AC/DC was huge. The Namur venue had been upgraded twice, to increasingly bigger rooms; tickets to the gig were hot items.

Still, the spectre of Bon Scott was never far away. One fan walked up to Johnson before the show, a Bon Scott tattoo on his arm, and wished him the best of luck. Johnson didn’t know how to feel. ‘I just stood there shaking,’ he admitted. Once on stage, Johnson looked out at the crowd and saw Bon’s face staring back at him from thousands of T-shirts, while roughly half of the songs from the night’s setlist were Scott/Young/Young co-writes. Johnson did have a few problems, repeating the lyrics for two songs early in their set. No one seemed to notice; in a stroke of luck, the sound set-up was pretty poor.

As for the monstrous hell’s bell that rang out at the start of the gig, it definitely brought a new sense of theatre and drama – and gave the band’s crew hell; it was a heavy bugger, tipping the scales at one tonne-plus, and had to be lowered into place by a crane. It wouldn’t be unreasonable to say that it was another reminder of Scott. Never far from the Youngs’ thoughts, Bon was the man for whom those bells tolled, tonight and on every other night of the tour.

In some ways, this meant Angus had to move even closer to the centre of the action, especially while Johnson was finding his way. AC/DC live was now strictly all about Angus, at least for the time being. Fortunately, work was something Angus never shirked, and now he played even harder than before, prowling and stalking the stage, stealing the gaze of thousands of punters away from the guy who wasn’t Bon Scott.

It would still be a while before Johnson was ready to have Angus straddle his shoulders – which was funny, really, given that Scott had nicked this move from him in the first place. Most nights it would be the biggest security guard who got the job of being Angus’s ride. When they played Toledo, Ohio, in mid-August, as a punter named C.J. Rimmer recalled online, the job was designated to ‘a huge black dude’. ‘They put on a perfect show,’ this mad-for-it fan wrote, although the sight of a naked woman being passed through the crowd by hand, ‘six hits of acid on her tongue’, was a spectacle that rivalled the sight of a shirtless Angus.

Venues for the tour ranged in capacity from 2000-seaters at the start of the run to 7500-seaters in Canada, and loads of mid-range, 5000-capacity theatres across North America. Virtually every gig was a full house. Oddly, it was on a rare off night, on 6 August, when the band barely managed to entice 3000 punters to a 13,000-seat venue in Norfolk, Virginia, that news reached the camp: Back in Black was the number one album in the United Kingdom. After the gig, the entire band gathered outdoors, chanting, ‘We’re number one! We’re number one!’ as a few confused locals drifted by, wondering what all the fuss was about. Neither Angus or Malcolm was the type of guy to gloat, but tonight they were thrilled. Number one!

At the time of Back in Black’s release in the UK, there was some rocking action in the charts – Queen, The Rolling Stones and Deep Purple all had albums in the top five, with The Game, Emotional Rescue and Deepest Purple, respectively. But soon enough they were all eating AC/DC’s dust, when Back in Black reached the pole position in early August. And the album wasn’t going anywhere; it would still be in the UK charts at Christmas and beyond. It also set up camp in the charts back home in Australia, where it would go on to sell almost a million copies – not bad for a country of some 15 million people at the time. Oddly, the record never quite hit the top spot on the Billboard Top 200 in the United States, peaking at number two.

There was the odd on-tour mishap. Angus was involved in a minor car accident in Houston, his hand swelling up so badly that he needed painkilling injections to get him through a show at the 11,000-seat Sam Houston Coliseum on 26 August. But the jabs did the trick, so much so that Angus backed up for a second, secret gig that same night, at a smaller venue downtown. Clearly, Angus was a quick healer, because a few nights later he decked a punter who’d thrown a beer on him while he was playing. Angus may have been small, but he wasn’t to be messed with.

By the time AC/DC reached Chicago in late September 1980, they were filling 15,000-capacity rooms, tickets were going for US$10.50, and Back in Black was stampeding its way towards US sales of 1 million. Accordingly, a few additional creature comforts found their way onto the band’s rider. They now had a mock English pub backstage, complete with a jukebox and dartboard – one non-music activity Angus did enjoy – as well as various beers on tap. Just like home, at least for Johnson and Williams.

Towards the end of 1980 the band’s new singer received his first AC/DC royalty cheque, for a none-too-shabby £30,000. Angus’s pay was considerably larger, but he responded to his long-awaited good fortune in typically sensible fashion: he and Ellen bought a comfortable hideaway at Sydney’s leafy Kangaroo Point. Malcolm and Linda would buy in Sydney’s Balmain, eventually upgrading to an impressive sandstone pile named ‘Onkaparinga’.

The Ten Pound Poms were now millionaires.
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At Chequers in Sydney, New Year’s Eve 1973. ‘Everyone thought we were a pack of loonies,’ recalled Angus of this very early gig. (Photo by Philip Morris)
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Angus in the pit at Sydney’s Victoria Park, September 1975. AC/DC’s first manager, Michael Browning, in cap, tries to control the chaos.
(Photo by Philip Morris)
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Despite a later diagnosis of acrophobia, Angus constantly seemed drawn to heights. Also from the Victoria Park show. (Photo by Philip Morris)
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Promo shot (clockwise from top): Bon Scott, Phil Rudd, Angus Young, Malcolm Young. ‘We’re all pretty ugly,’ Angus admitted. (Photo by Philip Morris)
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Angus inside the Alberts studio while recording Dirty Deeds. ‘Fuck the bum notes if it’s cooking,’ brother and producer George Young advised. (Photo by Philip Morris)
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Angus (and Malcolm and bassist Mark Evans) inside the Alberts studio while recording Dirty Deeds. (Photo Philip Morris)
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Angus and band in 1975 in Sydney, before he had his chompers fixed. Fill-in bassist Paul Matters is on Angus’s right. (Photo by Philip Morris)
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Angus in white, 1976, around the time he started to introduce Australian punters to his backside, which caused no end of dramas. (Photo by Philip Morris)
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Strutting while playing a show afloat on Sydney Harbour, 1976. Female fans would jump in the drink and try to swim to the pontoon. (Photo by Philip Morris)
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Living large in the VIP room at the Marquee Club in London, August 1976, the venue where AC/DC’s UK reputation was forged.
(Photo by Michael Putland/Getty)
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During a secret show at Sydney’s Strata Motor Inn, 5 February 1979, the last time Bon Scott played in Australia. (Photo by Philip Morris)
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During a secret show at Sydney’s Strata Motor Inn, 5 February 1979, the last time Bon Scott played in Australia. (Photo by Philip Morris)
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During a secret show at Sydney’s Strata Motor Inn, 5 February 1979, the last time on Scott played in Australia. (Photo by Philip Morris)
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Angus staring down the barrel in London in 1979, just before his and the band’s world went crazy. (Photo by Fin Costello/Getty)
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Angus leaves the stage after doing his ‘dying bug’ routine during a set at the World Series of Rock, Cleveland, Ohio, 28 July 1979. (Photo by Donaldson Collection/Getty)
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World Series of Rock, Cleveland, Ohio, 28 July 1979.
 (Photo by Baron Wolman/Getty)
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When asked why he ‘dropped trou’, Angus replied: ‘Because my arse is better-looking than my face.’ Chicago gets a (brown) eyeful, 20 November 1981.
 (Photo by Lorne Resnick/Getty)
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Riding high on Brian Johnson’s shoulders, mid-1980s. ‘I was transfixed with Angus and Bon,’ Johnson said of the time he first saw the band play.
 (Photo by Bob King/Getty)
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Angus (second from right) and his fellow budgie smugglers in Brazil, January 1985. Angus spent part of the trip in search of a good chippie.
 (Photo by Dave Hogan/Getty)
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Angus (centre) and Malcolm with various Rolling Stones and Justin Timberlake at a Toronto benefit show, 30 July 2003. Malcolm’s health was soon to decline. (Photo by KMazur/Getty)
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Angus and Axl Rose during the Rock or Bust tour, Madison Square Garden, New York, September 2016. Rose, a huge fan, volunteered to join the band after Brian Johnson retired. (Photo by Mike Coppola/Getty)
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Angus photographed in the mid-1990s. ‘It’s always good to say at the end of it, “I’ve done all I said I would do.”’ (Photo by Terry O’Neill/Getty)
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‘IF HE COULD BOTTLE THE SECRET TO HIS STAMINA, HE’D MAKE A FORTUNE’

THERE WAS NO denying that Angus and Malcolm took great satisfaction from Back in Black’s success on both sides of the Atlantic, and the overwhelmingly positive response to their new music and new frontman. They’d cracked the rock world wide open. Angus admitted that it was a ‘big’ relief for him to realise that bringing Johnson into the band had worked. He and the new singer were developing a solid rapport, much as Angus and Bon had in the past. While their offstage lives were vastly different – Angus still did his post-gig disappearing act, living in his world of guitars and solitude, whereas the more gregarious Johnson liked an ale and a chat and had a thing for fast cars – the pair displayed a pretty lively rapport with the press.

Even so, the new AC/DC was yet to play in Australia, and in some ways this was the biggest part of their Back in Black odyssey. How would their home audiences take to the new guy? Would he be accepted? Australian crowds could be tough.

‘Brian had to go out there and fill pretty big shoes,’ Angus said as the band got ready to travel to Australia. ‘When you’d meet some people they’d always sort of say, “Oh well, it’s not even AC/DC,” you know? But [Brian] stood his ground, and he’s as big a fan of Bon as anyone.’

Fittingly, the tour was to open in Perth, Scott’s hometown. His mother, Isa, had confirmed she’d be at the show. ‘It’s good,’ Angus said of this, when he spoke with Countdown’s Molly Meldrum in Japan just days before the Australian tour began. ‘Right.’

Meldrum was his usual mumbling, bumbling self when he chatted with Angus and Johnson. Angus, to his credit, didn’t blink when asked a classic Meldrum no-brainer: ‘Do you play much of the Back in Black album onstage?’ A lot had occurred in the time the band had been away, but some things, such as Meldrum’s on-camera awkwardness, hadn’t changed.

‘Obviously,’ Angus replied, sucking deeply on a Benson & Hedges. ‘I love performing onstage,’ he continued, while Johnson, seated beside him, looked deeply into his bottle of beer for inspiration.

‘It’ll be good to be back, to see everyone,’ Angus said in conclusion. After a pause, he added: ‘Thunder Down Under!’

The band’s arrival back home was greeted by a loud and proud radio ad. ‘Shake till you break,’ roared the promo for their concert tour, ‘when the hard-core rock and roll of the world’s most electric band plugs into your city – AC/DC. They’re gonna shoot you down.’ It sounded more like a threat than a plug.

The hell’s bell rang out loudly as the stage lights dimmed at the Perth Entertainment Centre on 13 February 1981. The band immediately hit their mark and the crowd gave them the full homecoming heroes’ treatment. It was a massive relief, especially for Angus and Malcolm. They’d been right to keep going. Pausing for a moment, Johnson dedicated ‘High Voltage’ to Isa Scott. The band met Bon’s mother backstage after the show, where she gave the new guy her blessing. It was the perfect beginning to the tour.

The type of crowds they drew in 1981 weren’t vastly different from the days of glass fights and sticky carpets at the Matthew Flinders or the Waltzing Matilda, only in larger numbers – some 30,000 roughnuts snapped up tickets for a concert at the Sydney Showground scheduled for 20 February. Sweat-stained T-shirts, epic mullets and boob tubes ruled at each big gig; heads were banged to within an inch of concussion.

There was the usual whiff of controversy, including 30 arrests at Melbourne’s Myer Music Bowl. A headline the next day screamed ‘Rock Riot’. For Angus it must have been a bit too close to the bad old days, when the starchier members of the Aussie press depicted AC/DC as the spawn of the devil. Fortunately, the golden era of the Catholic Church-owned 2SM was over. FM radio was rising fast, so at least Angus and the band didn’t have censorship to contend with anymore. New FM stations such as Sydney’s 2MMM couldn’t get enough AC/DC. Back in Black was all over their playlist like a rash.

The band’s live sound during the tour was incredibly loud, so much so that when they played in Adelaide, noise complaints were filed by residents who lived as far as fifteen kilometres away from the venue, Memorial Drive. Funny, really, given that not all of the huge Marshall stacks that Malcolm, Angus and Williams favoured on stage were real: some were simply props, designed to give that full ‘tower of power’ look. Again, the creators of Spinal Tap took note.

The critics’ response was as overwhelming as that of the public. ‘These boys have liquid rock in their veins,’ noted a reporter for the Australian Women’s Weekly, which had taken quite a shine to the band. ‘Music isn’t an art for them, it’s a lifestyle – and thousands of fans have lapped it up.’ The nation’s leading women’s mag devoted several column inches to the band members’ marital status, noting that drummer Rudd was the only one ‘available’. ‘He’s married to his Ferrari, says his friends,’ the magazine reported. ‘It’s blue with blue leather upholstery and costs a cool $6000 a year to insure.’

Angus, as usual, was singled out for high praise. He was a ‘special showman’, announced the AWW, ‘with those skinny little legs, he kicks, flails and jumps with limitless energy … If he could bottle the secret to his stamina, he’d make a fortune.’

Make that another fortune; Angus had already secured his first.

When the tour reached the Sydney Showground on 23 February – the gig having been postponed due to almost Biblical rain – Brian Johnson seemed to have slipped pretty comfortably into his role as a court jester, Angus’s foil. Under spooky stage lighting, Johnson wailed away on the hell’s bell, which had set the band back a small fortune to bring on the road. Johnson resembled some sort of hardrock Quasimodo. When the stage lights came up, Angus, tonight in vivid crimson, was already in top gear, doing his best Chuck Berry, shaking his unruly mane of hair, stomping across the stage, all the while blazing away, as he and the band threw themselves into ‘Hells Bells’.

Perth may have been Bon Scott’s home, and Glasgow the Youngs’ birthplace, but this was Sydney, Angus and Malcolm’s real hometown. This gig was crucial to the brothers. And Angus left his mark: suburbanites all over Sydney, or at least those within ten kilometres or so of the Showground, could testify to that. Sound levels were reportedly as high as 130 decibels, louder than a 747-200 on take-off and a whopping 30 per cent beyond the venue’s legal limit.

Backstage at Sydney, there were three levels of laminated VIP access – the first was a regular Guest Pass, the second was Access All Areas, while the most coveted was simply known as a Young Pass, a nod to the group’s inner hierarchy. George Young and Harry Vanda were there, proudly checking in on the band whose career they’d launched. But hanging about wasn’t for Angus. After quaffing gallons of tea to stave off dehydration, he and Ellen – ‘his lovely, lanky new Dutch bride’, according to the AWW – slipped away soon after ‘Let There Be Rock’ had ended the show with an almighty bang.

‘Angus is fucked tonight,’ Brian Johnson told a reporter, explaining his absence with a few well-chosen words. ‘The tension in that man before we went on tonight was unbelievable.’

There was, however, one formality for which the band had to front up. A marquee had been set up at the rear of the Sydney stage, where a crowd of AC/DC insiders had gathered. Ted Albert was there, along with Fifa Riccobono from Alberts, plus all the band members except Angus. Even Mark Evans, their former bassist, was there. Albert had a mammoth task – to present the band with 27 gold and eight platinum records for their Australian sales. The local numbers for Back in Black had just passed 300,000.

As Evans recalled in his book Dirty Deeds, it was a big moment, bar one brief moment of disquiet. When a heckler yelled, ‘Where’s the real band?’ the ever-supportive roadie Pat Pickett quickly silenced the miscreant. ‘Shut your mouth,’ he snapped, ‘or I will shit in it.’

It was a classic example of justice – and business – AC/DC style.
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It was another six months before Angus and the band resurfaced for the massive Monsters of Rock show at Donington Park in the UK during August. Their absence hadn’t hurt their sales: now even Dirty Deeds – the album their American label didn’t want to touch a few years earlier – was in the US Top 30, while Back in Black was firmly lodged in the Top 50, having settled in for a remarkable 253-week run in the US charts.

Back in Black also clung to the UK charts like a limpet, alongside unlikely bedfellows such as Adam and the Ants and Bucks Fizz. The album wasn’t going anywhere. Influential American magazine Creem had voted Back in Black their second-best album of 1980, beating off solid competition from The Rolling Stones, The Clash, The Pretenders and Van Halen, and just pipped by Bruce Springsteen’s The River. Even an old recording by Geordie – now billed as Brian Johnson and Geordie – had been released in Europe, cashing in on AC/DC’s remarkable recent success.

Some 70,000 punters readily forked over their ten quid for Monsters of Rock tickets. AC/DC was the headlining act, with supports including hard rockers Whitesnake, The Blue Öyster Cult and the cartoonish Slade. The name of the gig wasn’t a misnomer; the event ran for something like eleven hours, with ample volume to make noses bleed and ears ring for days afterwards.

It was roughly 10 pm when the hell’s bell tolled – a perfect accompaniment to the day’s relentlessly grim, grey weather – and the band shuffled onto the stage. When a big freeze set in sometime around the middle of the set, some industrious members of the crowd sparked up bonfires. Johnson was bemused. ‘Put some tatties on for me, lads,’ he requested from the stage. Shouting at 70,000 rockers was hungry work.

Angus, as ever, was the star of the show, even if the band was rusty and distracted by the slow progress of their next album, which they’d just begun working on in Paris. Angus’s performance prompted the renowned rock writer Barney Hoskyns to liken him to Harpo Marx, ‘the alien enfant sauvage of rock and roll’.

‘Young is an incredible guitar player,’ Hoskyns continued in his review for NME. ‘His timing, his sheer hold on every note, is astounding. It’s a kind of omnipotence; the stage is his nursery floor, to do what he likes – including mock strip.’ (Angus bared his arse during ‘Bad Boy Boogie’.)

At the end of AC/DC’s set, fireworks lit up the sky, a vivid finale to a remarkable run that had begun with uncertain expectations in Belgium back in June 1980. Angus was gone almost before the final explosion illuminated the festival site. Still, it had been a remarkable year and a bit, the type of world-conquering success that he had dreamed about back when he was getting familiar with his first Gibson in his Burwood bedroom. Angus was just 25 years old.
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Angus and the band now had to confront one of popular music’s rarer challenges: how do you top a runaway success? It wasn’t a bad problem to have, but it was still a big task. It had taken many years, one death, million of miles and just as many litres of Angus’s sweat to get to the top of the heap. But kicking back and counting their money was never the Youngs’ style.

It was 1981 and AC/DC was now a big rock-and-roll business. Back in Black had just cleared 5 million in sales in North America, and was on its way to becoming the second-highest-selling album in history. (At the time of writing, it’s somewhere around 50 million in sales all up, bested only by Michael Jackson’s Thriller.) An offer of $1 million was made for the band to support The Rolling Stones for one US stadium date, but they knocked it back. They were that keen to get back into the studio. They knew what needed to be done.

George Young’s ‘don’t fuck with the formula’ edict was as relevant now as it was back in their earliest days at Alberts. Messing with their sound was not on Angus’s or Malcolm’s agenda. Angus failed to stifle a laugh when a reporter asked about the likelihood of hearing synthesisers on the next AC/DC record.

‘Good god no,’ he replied between drags on his ciggie. ‘We’ve always had that style over the years, and I think that’s what we do best. We’ve never strayed from that sound; we’ve always kept to that.’

But something wasn’t quite right with the creation of the follow-up to Back in Black. Maybe it had to do with the location. Angus and the band found themselves prisoners of a rehearsal space in the Arabella apartments in Montmartre, Paris, a site all members of the band disliked. It was cold and damp and lacked any sort of vibe; hardly the place to start work on a new project. There’d be no fishing trips with Keith Emerson this time around.

Matters didn’t improve when they shifted to the EMI Pathé-Marconi studios in Paris, where producer Mutt Lange and engineer Mark Dearnley had set up. Angus and Malcolm knew that Lange was meticulous; they also understood how much his signature monolithic rock sound had contributed to the success of Back in Black. (Lange was fresh from working on another smash, Foreigner’s 4 album, a US number one and multi-million seller.) But the situation in Paris was nuts. The first three days of the sessions were devoted to nothing more than getting the snare drum right, which was incredibly frustrating for a band that had made an artform out of writing and recording albums in just weeks.

Angus was restless and unhappy with the situation – and he wasn’t alone. He was a musician who thrived on spontaneity, on getting a sound down while it was hot, and here he was, sharing the studio couch with Malcolm and Johnson, becoming increasingly agitated while the producer tinkered endlessly with Rudd’s drums.

‘We don’t fuck around much,’ Angus said, when asked about his approach to recording, ‘unlike Mutt Lange. He’d need forever to get anything done.’

Angus was ‘bored shitless’. After a week and a half, with nothing achieved, Lange shut down the sessions. If this was Alberts, the band knew, they’d have the album pretty much done already.

Also eating away at Angus and Malcolm was the fact that they had the bulk of the album ready to go. Preparation wasn’t an issue. They even had a title, inspired by a book about Roman gladiators that Bon had once lent to Angus. The title was taken from the final words gladiators were said to have uttered to the Emperor: ‘Ave, Imperator, morituri te salutant’ – ‘Hail, Emperor, we who are about to die salute you.’ Angus gave the title a slight twist, figuring that ‘for those about to rock’ sounded a bit more life-affirming.

Back in Black had been a tribute to Scott, but this new record would be dedicated to the band’s millions of fans. What better title could there be than For Those About to Rock, We Salute You? It was the ultimate nod to their true believers.

Musically speaking, the title track was probably the biggest thing Angus and Malcolm had ever conceived. During rehearsals, Angus had caught a glimpse of the royal wedding on TV, as Prince Charles and Lady Diana Spencer tied the knot on 29 July at St Paul’s Cathedral, with hefty lashings of pomp and circumstance. When he heard cannons blasting at the end of the ceremony, Angus thought to himself, ‘Now that’s a good idea.’ Back in Black had hell’s bells; For Those About to Rock would go one better. ‘What’s more masculine than a cannon?’ Angus figured, when asked about the idea. ‘I mean, it gets loaded, it fires and it destroys.’

Of course, they still needed to make the damn record. Camp AC/DC now shifted to an old warehouse just outside Paris, where Lange recorded the tracks using a mobile studio. Progress was slow, with the sessions dragging on well into September. The band would jam endlessly while waiting for Lange to tweak the innumerable takes of each song. Angus was so bored that he’d sometimes serenade the others – the sudsy ballad ‘Feelings’ was a particular favourite.

By the time the sessions finally drew to a close, Malcolm, in particular, was done: with Lange, and with the album. No one could tell if it was a good record or a load of rubbish. Lange had squeezed all the joy out of recording it. It was the worst possible beginning to a touring and promotional cycle that would consume the band until the end of 1982.

‘Everyone was fed up with the album,’ said Malcolm. ‘You know, we don’t need [Lange] anymore.’

The hefty fee Lange was being paid also rankled the Youngs. At the time of writing, Lange’s net worth is somewhere in the vicinity of US$250 million, and many of those dollars were the result of his work with AC/DC. For Those About to Rock would be the band’s last album with the über-producer.
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Around the time of the album’s release, in late November 1981, Angus talked with writer Sylvie Simmons, breaking down the album’s tracks and their meaning. There was the usual nudge-nudge subject matter – when it came to ‘Let’s Get It Up’, Angus explained that ‘you can take it one of two ways’, while for ‘Inject the Venom’, Angus offered this: ‘It just means, have it hot’. But there were also a few issues that, over time, would cause some real problems for Angus in particular. Being the face of the band also meant he was sometimes a target.

The first was the track ‘C.O.D.’. Rather than explaining it away as ‘cash on delivery’, Angus though he’d have some fun, saying it meant ‘care of the devil’. ‘We’re not black magic Satanists or whatever you call it,’ Angus insisted. ‘I don’t drink blood. I may wear black underwear now and again but that’s it.’

As for ‘Night of the Long Knives’, it had nothing to do with the Nazis’ purge of 1934, when a series of assassinations tightened Hitler’s stranglehold on power in Germany. ‘It’s like a horror movie,’ Angus said. ‘It just sounded nice.’

Then there was the track named ‘Evil Walks’. Angus dismissed it simply as ‘a catchy title with a catchy tune’, but while discussing the song hinted at something closer to home. He’d received a letter (addressed to both him and Bon) from ‘some crud’ that contained ‘stupid things’; although he didn’t go into specifics, it was clear it had left a scar. Angus had also been assailed backstage by a self-righteous type who began by asking, ‘Do you believe in God?’ It seemed that ‘Highway to Hell’ had touched a nerve, and the wowsers were ready and willing to unload on Angus and the band.

‘Some people are sick,’ said Angus. ‘If they want to go God-bothering, they should God-bother the Pope. He needs it. We don’t.’

Angus was simply speaking his truth – these were just rock-and-roll songs, nothing more – but the problem became larger than that. Angus and AC/DC were now (reluctant) public figures, high-profile entertainers, whose every movement and utterance was hot property for mags, rags and tabloids – and the odd angry or nutty listener. Just as John Lennon had sparked an unintentional uproar back in the mid-1960s, when he suggested that ‘The Beatles are more popular than Jesus’, Angus and the band now had to tread warily for fear of stirring up the wrong kind of controversy. If there was anything – a lyric, a comment, an onstage antic – that could be misconstrued, they realised, there’d be some right-winger or ‘God-botherer’ who would use it to demonstrate how they were ‘corrupting the kids’. It was a much larger, more expansive version of the controversy they’d stirred up back in Australia a few years back, when Angus had bared his spotty backside once too often. America might have given AC/DC the rock-and-roll pot of gold, but it could also be an incredibly conservative country, and deeply religious.

‘They’re just titles,’ Angus explained with a shrug. And ‘Evil Walks’? ‘It’s only a song.’

If only it was that simple.
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The critical response to For Those About to Rock ranged from the succinct – ‘I’d appreciate some indication that Johnson knows the difference between his dick and the light tower,’ noted arch Village Voice critic Robert Christgau – to the more expansive. Kurt Loder made this astute observation in his four-star review for US Rolling Stone: ‘[AC/DC] long ago made the useful discovery that, when it comes to connecting with the large and loyal hard-rock audience, rock critics don’t mean diddley … there’s a whole new generation of horny, hung-up James Deans out there – feeling isolated, out of it, often beer-addled or swacked silly on some tacky drug and yearning for expression. AC/DC are playing their song.’

As for the album itself, Loder singled out Angus and Malcolm, ‘whose ferocious combination of hollow and solid-body guitar interplay has created a sound that’s unique in the hard-rock field’. He even spotted Angus’s blues influence – often overshadowed by his showmanship – on the oh-so-subtle ‘Let’s Get It Up’.

Yet the truth was that, despite the inevitable lofty chart positions – number three in Australia and number one in the States, where it’d sell 4 million copies – For Those About to Rock wasn’t a notch on Back in Black or Highway to Hell. In the long run, the album would do little more than prop up the band members’ bank balances – Angus and Ellen now divvied their time between Sydney and a second home in the Dutch village of Aalten, where her family ran the local blacksmith business – and give them the chance to add cannons to their ever-expanding stage act. Only a handful of For Those About to Rock tracks made the band’s 1981 concert setlist.

As for their troubles with religious right-wingers, that just wouldn’t go away. When the band reached Los Angeles in October 1981, a few weeks into a marathon fifteen-month tour, a pamphlet had been doing the rounds, passed out by zealots at gigs by AC/DC and others, warning of the ‘evils’ of heavy rock. Angus’s thing for wearing devil’s horns didn’t help matters. As one writer noted, ‘Right now the Aussies are top of the Satanic pops.’

Bible-bashing devotees positioned themselves outside the band’s dressing rooms, trying to convert anyone who’d stop and listen. There were even suggestions that the ‘AC’ in ‘AC/DC’ represented the ‘Anti-Christ’. If only they’d known about Margaret Young’s sewing machine …

‘I don’t know why they zeroed in on us,’ said Angus, perhaps naively. ‘I could never see those connections myself.’

‘These fucking God-botherers mention the Devil more than we do,’ steamed the usually placid Johnson. ‘They’re just trying to scare people.’

In Detroit another devotee had been proselytising, declaring: ‘The Bible says the word of the devil is evil – and so is rock and roll.’

‘I don’t remember the Bible mentioning rock and roll,’ grumbled Johnson.

And to think that lapsed Catholic Angus had made his public debut in a church hall!

On the road, away from the zealots, the band was doing its best to enjoy the ride. Angus referred to touring as being ‘in the womb of the road. That’s the greatest thing for us – just going from gig to gig.’ Cases of Budweiser, crates of Perrier and bowls overflowing with M&Ms were de rigeur backstage, along with Angus’s ubiquitous pots of tea. And there were groupies – at a show in Indianapolis, three barely legals wore T-shirts that, when aligned, spelled out ‘WE’VE GOT BALLS’.

But Angus and the band weren’t interested. ‘You wouldn’t catch me in there,’ Angus said when asked about the band’s female fans.

‘Oh no,’ Johnson confirmed, ‘you never fuck them. That’s for the crew.’

It was a strange turnaround, though. The only time Angus and the band had drawn a female-heavy following was back in the days of Countdown, when they were lazily bracketed with pop idols such as Sherbet and Skyhooks. Their typical audience was mostly male, usually pimply and predominantly single. ‘Do you know,’ the Youngs told the rest of the band, ‘this is the first time we’ve actually had girls scream?’

‘It can’t be me good looks,’ Johnson figured, reasonably enough. Like Angus, he was no Hollywood-handsome stud. ‘I think it’s because we’re on the fucking radio so much.’

Their more enthusiastic fans had odd ways of displaying their affection. In Detroit, as Angus did his nightly round of the stadium atop a roadie’s shoulders, one over-eager fan dug her nails into the guitarist’s chest, leaving bloody welts.

A critic covering the Detroit show put a new spin on Angus’s dying bug routine, still a standard feature of his act: ‘[Angus was] lying on his back and kicking his little feet in the air like a brat who didn’t get his breakfast of champions that morning.’

Maybe the God-botherers were getting under Angus’s skin.
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‘I HAVEN’T BEEN TO A BLACK MASS IN YEARS’

ANGUS AND MALCOLM were wary types by nature, but in the wake of the problems they faced while making For Those About to Rock, they tightened the reins on their already insular world even further. Producer Lange was no longer required; likewise manager Peter Mensch. The accepted wisdom that, creatively speaking, Malcolm locked down the groove and Angus provided the colour now extended into the business of AC/DC: Malcolm was in charge; Angus was his 2IC. Outsiders had to prove their worth, and even then were rarely welcome.

In the northern summer of 1983, they chose to get back to work, but in a manner that harked back to their time at Alberts with Vanda and Young. There’d be no fucking about for days getting the right drum sound, no endless takes followed by days of mixing together the results like some sonic jigsaw puzzle. The Youngs wanted to get their new record down fast and loud. They wanted to make the anti-For Those About to Rock.

There was also the question of economics. The Youngs were slaves to their upbringing, and if they spied a way to save money, they went for it. Lange had been paid roughly $50,000 to produce Highway to Hell (with something like eight ‘points’ on the album, a healthy royalty). This fee would have increased substantially with the next two records, leaping well into six figures, perhaps more. The Youngs clearly saw his omission as a way to not just save time, but money.

Angus later stated that Lange had been interested in working on the album, but it had come down to timing: when the band was ready, Lange was busy with Def Leppard’s Pyromania, which would go on to shift a handy 10 million copies in the US alone. ‘He would’ve liked to work on it, but he didn’t have the time at the same time we decided,’ Angus said simply, perhaps a little diplomatically.

Unfortunately, the Youngs’ quest for autonomy also marked the beginning of a downward spiral for the band, commercially and internally. Drummer Phil Rudd, according to a comment by tour manager Ian Jeffery in the book AC/DC: Maximum Rock and Roll, had started to come undone during the Back in Black tour, once begging Jeffery, who found him wasted and incoherent on a hotel room floor, not to tell Malcolm, fully aware of what would happen if he was discovered in this condition. Rudd was later roughed up by Malcolm after arriving two hours late for a gig at the Nassau Coliseum.

Rudd had a wild streak almost as wide as Bon Scott’s. Back in the earliest days of the band, in Melbourne, he’d run with some colourful characters, among them one bloke who didn’t leave home without tucking a gun inside the waistband of his jeans. And whenever there was a flare-up in the crowd at the Matthew Flinders or the Waltzing Matilda, it was Rudd who jumped in first to sort things out. When he played, Rudd had a photo taped to one of his cymbals, showing a woman’s enormous boobs. ‘Inspiration,’ he informed Johnson, when the singer asked about it.

Now, as the sessions for AC/DC’s ninth studio album began in earnest, and in possession of more money than he had ever envisaged making, Rudd had gone off the rails.
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To record Flick of the Switch, the band returned in April 1983 to Compass Point in the Bahamas, where they’d laid down Back in Black. George Young and Harry Vanda, fresh from some European success with their Flash and the Pan production ‘Waiting on a Train’, were brought on as consultants, two extra sets of ears. But Angus and Malcolm had a clear idea of the record they wanted to make. For Angus, it was all about stripping back their sound; their recent records had been too polished for his taste. He wanted the drums to sound like drums, not like something being played in a wind tunnel. Even the proposed title, Flick of the Switch, made a point: it was immediate, to the point, with no fucking about. (A rejected title, I Like to Rock, had been deemed a little too simplistic.)

‘We wanted this one as raw as possible,’ Angus said. ‘We didn’t want echo and reverb going everywhere and noise eliminators and noise extractors.’ Basically, he didn’t want a Mutt Lange album. Malcolm cited a cover of Muddy Waters’ ‘Mannish Boy’ by albino bluesman Johnny Winter – that was the feeling he was after. Raw, hairy, live.

This was all great in theory, but the Youngs still had problems in-house. A few weeks in, Phil Rudd became unmanageable, and Malcolm fired him, his eleven-year tenure as AC/DC’s drummer seemingly done. With a US tour on the horizon, Malcolm thought it best to settle the Rudd problem now, before they were on the road. Angus vaguely mentioned Rudd’s health when asked about the conflict, whereas Malcolm was more direct: ‘He got into drugs and got burned out.’

The drummer shifted back to his native New Zealand, settling in Tauranga, where he purchased an aviation business. Over time he’d build his own recording studio and, in his own words, ‘raced cars, flew helicopters, became a farmer and planted some crops’.

Rudd did, at least, finish his work on the album and the band worked fast, cutting thirteen tracks in the course of a week. It felt like they were back at Alberts in Sydney, locked away in that great-sounding room, punching out songs at a furious rate. The total running time of Flick of the Switch was an economical 37 minutes.

Angus described the making of the album as a ‘bit up and down. There were all sorts of things going on in the record world. People were saying, “Oh, American radio doesn’t like this and doesn’t like that”, but we never ever bothered what the radio wanted.’

His point was proved emphatically by the new record, which was essentially the opposite of what was then passing for rock, as heard in the hairspray metal of such bands as Quiet Riot and Queensrÿche. Even The Rolling Stones, one of the few bands the Youngs held in genuinely high esteem, had seriously overcooked their latest single, ‘Undercover of the Night’, while the hirsute Texans ZZ Top had also polished their bluesy sound for Eliminator, the biggest hit of their long career, but perhaps their least exciting record.

‘So we went in there and did what we do best, make rock and roll music, and released it as such,’ Angus continued. ‘Our outlook was, “If we like it, it’s good enough.” We wouldn’t inflict rubbish on the public. To us it’s still one of the best albums we’ve done.’

There were touches on the record that did set it apart from other AC/DC albums. Angus played some tasty slide guitar on ‘Badlands’, a rare departure. Lyrically, aside from the usual lazy Johnson innuendo (cue ‘Deep in the Hole’), there was one cut, ‘Bedlam in Belgium’, that captured the craziness of a gig in Kontich back in 1977, where police had tried to shut things down after the group ignored an 11 pm curfew. The band didn’t often do that type of storytelling in the post–Bon Scott era.

In keeping with their back-to-basics approach, Angus hit on an idea for the cover art. He’d sketched a simple self-portrait in pencil, which he felt typified the band’s attitude towards Flick of the Switch. Their label, Atlantic, hated it, but the band dug in and the artwork stayed, even if it did look like a first draft. But when Angus requested that the album cover be embossed, as Back in Black had been, Atlantic refused. It seemed like the label was sending a message to the band: why spend money on what they sensed was a likely flop?

A flop by AC/DC terms was a relative thing, of course. Most bands, and most record labels for that matter, would embrace an album that would sell a million copies, as Flick of the Switch did after its release in mid-August 1983. But even though the rawer sound suited the band, and there was zero excess to the record, it was no Back in Black. Reviews of the record made that clear.

‘[Angus] Young’s retooling of old riffs for new hits teeters on self-plagiarism at times,’ noted Rolling Stone. It was an interesting thought: was Angus ripping himself off? At least the riffs were his to begin with. ‘But there is still something perversely reassuring,’ the review continued, ‘about the brute, Godzilla-like stomp of AC/DC’s rhythm section, the industrial guitar crunch of Angus and Malcolm Young and the macho bark of singer Brian Johnson.’
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In early October 1983, Angus, Malcolm and the band gathered in LA to prepare for their latest US assault, breaking in dark-haired new drummer Simon Wright, who’d beaten out some 700 other hopefuls for the job. Among those who auditioned was Simon Kirke, who’d played in Free, one of Angus’s favourite bands from his youth. It must have been hard for Angus to turn Kirke down, but Wright seemed to slot right in.

Early in the tour, a bleary-eyed, tangle-haired Angus chain-smoked his way through a sit-down with DJ Allan Handelman, recorded for the Night Flight USA cable show. Angus was in a jovial mood. Early on, when a particularly nutty rumour about him using seances to help create music was raised, he reached for his lighter and sparked it up, waving it about. ‘Getting into that?’ he asked, shaking his head, ridiculing the entire thought of voodoo and black magic. ‘The thing is, they get nothing to work with and they just make it up. Usually a lot of those lies come from us.’

Talk turned to Angus’s frantic playing style: where did that come from?

It was all about movement, he explained. ‘If I had to stand there I couldn’t play like that,’ Angus admitted. ‘Even when I’m recording I have to stand on my head or something like that. It’s my sense of rhythm. I’ve been tired a few times, but you have to go on. You have to.’

And what about money: was he rich?

‘We didn’t really make any money until Back in Black,’ Angus revealed. ‘Before that we were always in the red; it cost a lot of money to keep this thing on the road.’

Angus grew more serious when the discussion focused on Bon Scott and his death, a tragedy he referred to as ‘the accident’. ‘For me it was hard but for his family – that was the most important thing.’

The video era was well and truly part of the rock world now; was AC/DC inclined to produce more polished videos? The clips they made for Flick of the Switch were straight-ahead performance videos, recorded while the band was in rehearsals. They were as basic as the album itself, whereas many of the current generation of rock acts were producing videos that were more like feature films – with a little softcore porn added to the mix – with budgets to match. (Duran Duran’s record company had recently shelled out a hefty $1 million for their latest clip; Michael Jackson’s most recent had cost roughly the same.)

AC/DC wasn’t anti-video, Angus argued. ‘We were signed to Atlantic on a video,’ he reminded Handelman. ‘Video’s been around for a long time. Now you can do anything with it, your whole life story. It’s good in a way, people don’t just hear a record, they see it. But as for us – we’re all pretty ugly.’

As good-natured as this discussion was, it didn’t necessarily reflect what was happening on the road. The North American leg of the Flick of the Switch tour was relatively brief; only two months separated their opening show, in Vancouver in October, and the final gig, at New York’s Madison Square Garden just prior to Christmas. But numbers were down in some venues – now they were playing one show in cities where they’d previously done two or more – and reviews for the new record were mixed. Tour manager Ian Jeffery, who’d worked with the band for some time, was the latest to get pink-slipped; Malcolm abruptly gave him his notice while they were at a hotel in Hartford, Connecticut.
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The Flick of the Switch tour had two separate legs, with a good eight months separating the North American dates from a series of European and South American shows. Angus and Malcolm started working on new material during the break, a pretty strong message that they felt they needed to move on from the disappointing reception of the album and tour.

In seven European/UK shows during August and September 1984 the band headlined another Monsters of Rock extravaganza, an event every bit as monolithic as its name suggested. The bill also featured Van Halen, Ozzy Osbourne, Dio (the former band of new drummer Wright) and Mötley Crüe. Crowds were huge: something like 65,000 black T-shirters fronted for the UK show at Donington Park. The weather proved much friendlier than at their soggy 1981 appearance: the sun shone for much of the day, making it much easier to spot the flying plastic bags of pee being thrown about by sozzled punters. Apparently, it was a long walk to the loo.

Angus and the others lodged in an impressive stone hotel at Burton upon Trent. It was there, in a striped green T-shirt, beaten-up sneakers and faded jeans, that Angus, accompanied by Johnson, sat down with a correspondent from AFN Europe. Despite the bags under his eyes, Angus seemed to be travelling well. That was understandable, given that the seven shows were spread over a generous three weeks, in the midst of the northern summer. This was nothing like the usual punch-in/punch-out nature of American touring.

Angus was in a generous mood, happy to acknowledge the other acts on the bill. ‘The audience will be having a great time,’ he chuckled, ‘because all those bands will be working hard. Except for us; we’re lazy.’ He perked up when he spoke briefly about their next album. ‘Hopefully we can get it done after these shows. There’s a fair bit we’ll be doing this summer but after that we hope to get into the studio. That’ll be good for us; I might get a cheque in my Christmas mail.’

Angus’s chipper spirit extended to the sixteen-song set the band played. He readily bared his bum during ‘The Jack’, a stunt that always went down well with beery, sweaty UK audiences, and tonight was no exception.

Strangely, it was Malcolm Young, always the most solid member of the band, who was having some offstage troubles. Unlike his younger brother, Malcolm didn’t mind a tipple – he had joked that he couldn’t play lead guitar because it interfered with his drinking – but it was beginning to take a toll on his performances. During one Monsters of Rock show, he took a tumble into Wright’s drum kit – a very un-Malcolm-like thing to do. Sometimes he had trouble locking down the gritty rhythm that had become his trademark, leaving Angus to work just that bit harder.

Malcolm almost got into a donnybrook with Mötley Crüe’s Nikki Sixx, when the poodle-permed shouter thought it would be good sport to bite Angus for a backstage prank during the Monsters tour. Malcolm shirtfronted Sixx, despite giving away a few inches in reach; eventually they were separated and no punches were thrown. Malcolm didn’t like anyone picking on his brother, but maybe there was something else at play here: the Crüe’s most recent album, Shout at the Devil, was fast-tracking its way to 4 million in US sales. The same couldn’t be said about Flick of the Switch.
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By now Angus and the others must have thought their runins with censors and wowsers were all in the past. But on 17 March 1985, the band was dragged into the type of drama that no one could have foreseen.

Richard Ramirez was a drifter who, usually under the cover of night, had been committing a series of heinous crimes in and around LA across the summers of 1984 and ’85. His nocturnal spree led to him being dubbed ‘the Night Stalker’. His childhood had been ugly: he’d been present when a cousin he admired, a former Green Beret soldier, shot his wife in the face, killing her. Ramirez was thirteen at the time. In April 1984 Ramirez raped, beat and stabbed to death a nine-year-old and left her body in a hotel basement, then he murdered a 79-year-old woman, sneaking in through an open window. Ramirez slashed the woman’s throat with such force that she was almost decapitated. He’d also murdered an eight-year-old girl and killed two couples; one woman was mutilated, another raped and shot.

On 17 March 1985, the 25-year-old Ramirez killed yet another woman in Rosemead, California, leaving behind his AC/DC baseball cap. An LA County homicide investigator released a photo of the cap to the press, hoping it might register with someone who knew the killer. (That was a tad optimistic, given that several million AC/DC baseball caps had by this time been sold.) Two months later, Ramirez killed again, this time an 84-year-old woman. When he was finally caught in August and linked to thirteen murders, as well as a series of rapes, burglaries and attempted murders, an old friend named Ray Garcia revealed that Ramirez was a huge AC/DC fan. He was particularly mad for Highway to Hell, allegedly.

But Ramirez, who was heavily into devil worship – he’d sprayed pentagrams at some of his crime sites and scrawled Satanic symbols on one victim – never spoke openly about any direct connection between the band’s music and his actions. But an overzealous press made that sketchy connection, citing the lyrics to the band’s ‘Night Prowler’ – ‘I am your night prowler / I sleep in the day’ – as some sort of ‘genuine’ link to Ramirez and his grisly nocturnal crimes.

No band can pick their fans, but Angus and co. had attracted the worst sort of believer in Ramirez. As tenuous as the connection was, the American media howled their disapproval. One TV reporter asked, with a straight face, ‘Did the band AC/DC drive Ramirez on his own highway to hell?’ The worst of a batch of unsavoury newspaper headlines read: ‘AC/DC music made me kill 16, Night Stalker admits’. There was even a suggestion that AC/DC was shorthand for ‘Anti-Christ/Devil’s Child’.

Angus and Malcolm first issued a blanket ‘no comment’, thinking the connection so farcical it didn’t deserve a response, but that didn’t quieten the media noise. So next they did their best to shoot down any links to the mad and dangerous Ramirez.

‘I thought it was a joke at first,’ said Malcolm. He went to some lengths to point out the difference between Ramirez’s nickname and the band’s song, explaining that ‘Night Prowler’ was ‘about things you do when you’re a kid’, not murdering women.

‘It sickens you to have anything to do with that kind of thing,’ was all Brian Johnson could offer.

The respected LA Times writer Robert Hilburn defended the band in a piece entitled ‘The Devil, you say? No way – AC/DC’s message: Rebellion, not Satan worship.’

‘You won’t find people at AC/DC shows wandering around in hoods and sacrificing small animals,’ Hilburn wrote. ‘You’ll probably just see 10,000 kids having a good time.’ Hilburn recalled a recent backstage meeting with Angus: he wasn’t casting spells or shagging groupies, but nursing Malcolm’s young son.

Sam Sutherland, a Billboard reporter, reminded people that AC/DC wasn’t so much tongue in cheek but ‘tongue through cheek’. ‘It’s very hard for me to swallow the widely held assertion that their name is an anagram for antichrist,’ said Sutherland.

Angus grew increasingly angry as AC/DC and the Night Stalker were bracketed together. He was pretty sure that psychopaths didn’t need a playlist to inspire them to murder people. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘if you were really interested in being devil worshippers, you would go off and do that. It’s an art in itself. It’s about as far away from what we are as anything.’

Even the LA County homicide investigator Gil Carrillo, who’d released the photo of Ramirez’s AC/DC cap to the press, believed that the media’s focus on any link was blown out of reasonable proportion. ‘The press assumed an awful lot,’ he said, pointing out that the cap wasn’t a key part of the police investigation.

Unfortunately for Angus and the band, others were less convinced. In mid-October 1985, the burghers of Springfield, Illinois, spooked by the recent bad press, not only didn’t want the band to play in their town, they didn’t want them anywhere near the joint. They were forced to lodge 160 kilometres away, in St Louis. Springfield’s Reverend Robert Green didn’t hold back, describing the band as ‘immoral, destructive, lustful, lewd. They have Satanic connotations.’

By now, critics of the band were zeroing in on matters other than Richard Ramirez’s choice of headwear. Songs such as ‘Dirty Deeds’, ‘Let Me Put My Love into You’ and ‘Let’s Get It Up’ were singled out for their raunchy lyrics. The obvious humour of the lyrics, especially in the case of ‘Dirty Deeds’, was not up for discussion. Other songs, including ‘Hell Ain’t a Bad Place to Be’ and ‘Highway to Hell’, were targeted for their supposedly Satanic leanings. Angus reminded the American media that the latter was a nod to the long road they’d hauled to get to where they were today; it was about the hard slog of being in a rock band, and had nothing to do with Beelzebub. Yet it didn’t help that a photo of Angus, an eerie glow illuminating his face, began circulating. But he was at a birthday party, not a Satanic ritual; birthday candles were casting the strange light on his mug.

Years later, when the matter finally faded away, Angus joked with a reporter about it, insisting that he hadn’t hosted a black mass ‘in years’. But it wasn’t that funny in 1985.

When asked about the actions of the Springfield City Council, Angus was uncharacteristically outspoken. He’d had enough. ‘They’re the ones who are breaking the law. We’re protected by the First Amendment, which supports freedom of speech.’ What he found laughably hypocritical was that massage parlours and brothels were located directly behind the Springfield venue the band was to play. ‘And they say we are contaminating the town.’

Finally, after the threat of a lawsuit by the band, the county agreed that the Springfield show would go ahead. But with only three days to promote the gig, the 8000-seat venue was at just 60 per cent capacity.

‘When is all this going to stop?’ Angus wondered. ‘We’re not doing anything illegal. We don’t have any evil intentions. We’re more like naughty boys, not out-and-out villains.’

Perhaps as an up-yours to the naysayers who’d tried to stop the show, Angus dropped his drawers during ‘The Jack’, which sparked some particularly angry right-wingers into action: they came searching for the band before their next gig, in Nebraska. The group’s security told Angus and the others to lie on the floor of the bus as they approached the venue, as protestors had gathered outside the Civic Auditorium. For safety’s sake, the band’s name on the bus had been altered to ‘Singers for Christ’.

Clearly, momentum, something on which Angus and the band had thrived for years, was now against them. Before they could run a print ad for an upcoming show on the west coast, the LA Times’ advertising department vetted the copy to ensure there was no content that could be deemed ‘excessively violent’. There wasn’t, and the ad ran, but Angus felt, with some justification, that they were coming under intense and unwarranted scrutiny. ‘This is the twentieth century,’ he moaned, ‘not the Spanish Inquisition.’

In Houston, local officials tried to ban children under the age of twelve from shows deemed offensive, AC/DC’s included, but the attempt failed. In Dallas, the local fire marshals shut down the use of pyros during the big closer, ‘For Those About to Rock’, so for one night only, AC/DC’s cannons were silenced.

Malcolm spoke with a Fairfax journalist, comparing the situation with ‘eighteenth-century Salem’, where looking like a witch was proof enough that you were doing the Devil’s work. The Youngs were genuinely pissed off.
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A punch-drunk AC/DC was also being dragged into a larger, even fierier debate about censorship. Tipper Gore, the wife of Tennessee senator Al Gore, had, along with three other prominent DC women, formed a committee known as the Parents Music Resource Center (PMRC). They were pressuring the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) to create a ratings system, similar to that used with films, which would make buyers aware of records with ‘questionable’ content. The PMRC was pushing for printed warnings on album covers; they also wanted the owners of record stores to keep questionable CDs under the counter, away from the gaze of susceptible under-agers.

Given that this was the music biz, an industry that thrived on lists, the PMRC decided to produce its very own chart, the so-called ‘Filthy 15’, which contained the songs they considered the most, well, filthy. Among them, admittedly, were some tracks that did push the boundaries pretty damned hard. Prince’s ‘Darling Nikki’, which kick-started Gore’s campaign when she overheard her eleven-year-old daughter listening to the song, celebrated a woman whom Prince first encountered in the foyer of a hotel, ‘masturbating with a magazine’. It was pretty smutty. And the Purple One, under the nom de plume Alexander Nevermind, also wrote ‘Sugar Walls’ for the once squeaky-clean songbird Sheena Easton, another song on the list – ‘sugar walls’ being shorthand for vaginal walls. Easton had clearly come a long way from the days her baby did the old ‘nine to five’, riding ‘the morning train’. Vanity’s ‘Strap On Robbie Baby’ didn’t require a huge amount of explanation; ditto W.A.S.P.’s ‘Animal (Fuck Like a Beast)’. All made the Filthy 15.

Hard rockers were well represented: Judas Priest’s ‘Eat Me Alive’, Mötley Crüe’s ‘Bastard’, Def Leppard’s ‘High ’n’ Dry’ and Black Sabbath’s ‘Trashed’ all appeared on the list, as did AC/DC’s ‘Let Me Put My Love into You’. The reason? Sex, according to the PMRC’s terms of reference. Another AC/DC song, ‘Shoot to Thrill’, had also been on the PMRC’s watchlist, along with The Blue Öyster Cult’s ‘Don’t Fear the Reaper’. With songs such as these, the PMRC insisted, ‘some rock artists seem to encourage teen suicide’. It was almost funny, as on closer inspection, all the lyrical references in ‘Thrill’ to guns and triggers and blowing and shooting suggested the band had something else in mind altogether. Rock music, the PMRC concluded, was a ‘poisonous source infecting the youth of the world with messages they cannot handle’.

The inclusion of ‘Let Me Put My Love into You’ on the Filthy 15 list said several things about those advising the PMRC. For one thing, they clearly hadn’t dug into AC/DC’s back catalogue very deeply: during Bon Scott’s bawdy heyday, he’d offered up ripe lyrics celebrating VD (‘The Jack’) and oversized nymphos (‘Whole Lotta Rosie’). And obviously Tipper Gore hadn’t heard ‘Crabsody in Blue’. Nor had anyone listened too closely to the band’s more recent material; surely the Johnson-penned line ‘she told me to come / but I already there’ from ‘You Shook Me All Night Long’ was borderline obscene – even Johnson called it ‘one of the dirtiest songs in the world’. Using the PMRC’s ‘songs we found most objectionable’ guidelines, AC/DC should have been all over the list. If anything, Angus and the band had reason to feel slighted they were only listed once.

Angus was sufficiently offended to offer this to People magazine: ‘People who want to strangle other people’s rights are possessed by one of the worst devils around – the Satan in their souls which is called intolerance. Rock and roll is about one simple thing: freedom. When someone tries to murder that freedom, we’re against it.’

By citing Satan, the alleged patron saint of rock and roll, it was pretty clear that Angus was throwing the words of his recent attackers right back in their face, in the wake of the Ramirez drama. (Ramirez was eventually sentenced to death – nineteen times over – in 1989.)

It was hardly the first time pop stars had been targeted by wowsers and censors. In the mid-1950s Elvis Presley was considered such a risk to the morals of America’s youth that he was filmed strictly from the waist up. ‘Maybellene’, a hit by Chuck Berry, had been banned by the BBC for alleged references to infidelity, although the Beeb might have been better off focusing on Berry’s ‘My Ding-a-Ling’, which was a whole lot blunter. Another of Angus’s heroes, Jerry Lee ‘The Killer’ Lewis, had his days of infamy too: marrying his under-aged cousin didn’t prove to be the best career move. The Killer’s music had some juice, too; as Angus once joked, ‘He was singing about balls before we did.’

American TV also had a period of extreme caution when it came to rock-and-rollers: Mick Jagger had once been forced to modify the lyric ‘let’s spend the night together’ to ‘let’s spend some time together’, while Jim Morrison of The Doors had been requested to drop the line ‘couldn’t get much higher’ from ‘Light My Fire’ by the producers of The Ed Sullivan Show. Jimbo didn’t comply, of course, and the band was never asked back again.

So the PMRC was just the latest in a conga line of conservative fearmongers, but they had more power than most – they were dubbed the ‘Washington Wives’ for good reason. Standing alongside Gore was Susan Baker, wife of Treasury Secretary James Baker, Pam Howar, the wife of a high-flying DC realtor, and Sally Nevius, who was married to a former Washington City Council chairman. They had some real clout. In September 1985 it was agreed that the US Senate would hold a hearing on so-called ‘porn rock’.

The arch-cynic and musical mastermind Frank Zappa, who spoke at these hearings, summed it up neatly, at least as far as liberal, tolerant members of the planet Earth were concerned. ‘The PMRC proposal is an ill-conceived piece of nonsense which fails to deliver any real benefits to children, infringes the civil liberties of people who are not children, and promises to keep the courts busy for years dealing with the interpretation and enforcement problems inherent in the proposal’s design,’ Zappa declared. He surmised that ‘the PMRC’s demands are the equivalent of treating dandruff by decapitation’.

Twisted Sister’s corkscrew-haired goofball Dee Snider was another who spoke at the hearing; his band’s ‘We’re Not Gonna Take It’, also on the Filthy 15, became a sort of de facto anti-PMRC anthem. Gore and her cohorts scrutinised the video for ‘We’re Not Gonna Take It’ and convinced themselves it was a violent song; again, any hints of humour were overlooked in favour of outrage. Like Zappa, Snider was articulate and funny, even taking the time to advise his interlocutors that ‘SMF’, a term used by Twisted Sister fans, stood for ‘sick mother fuckers’. A second Twisted Sister song, ‘Under the Blade’, had also been targeted, supposedly because it had S&M undercurrents. Proving how far removed from reality the PMRC were in matters of lyrical interpretation, Snider revealed that the song was actually about some impending surgery. He insisted that ‘the only sadomasochism, bondage and rape in this song is in the mind of Ms Gore’.

Even wholesome folksinger John Denver spoke out against censorship, to the surprise of many PMRC insiders (and Zappa and Snider), who thought good ole country boy John would side with the conservatives. Senator Al Gore certainly thought that was the case; he introduced himself to Denver by announcing, ‘I just want to start by saying, Mr Denver, that I’m a huge fan of your music.’

But Denver wasn’t in the mood for sucking up. He cited his ‘Rocky Mountain Way’ as a classic case of how censors could misinterpret a song. It was commonly thought this paean to the great outdoors celebrated smoking weed; it had even been banned from some radio playlists. ‘I want it strongly known that I’m opposed to censorship of any kind,’ Denver said.

Snider later said that everyone in the courtroom was surprised by Denver’s venting. ‘He made such powerful statements,’ Snider later told Rolling Stone, ‘likening the censorship movement to the Nazi book burnings.’

As ludicrous as it all seemed, the PMRC did have a win; by November, the RIAA agreed to place the now-common ‘Parental Advisory: Explicit Lyrics’ stickers on certain CDs – those with lyrics ‘reflecting explicit sex, violence or substance abuse’. Wal-Mart was one of the heavyweight retailers that refused to stock any record that sported a sticker, a move that was as damaging as anything that emerged from the whole sad parade. Perhaps as payback for speaking his mind, Frank Zappa’s Jazz from Hell copped a sticker, even though the song in question, ‘G-Spot Tornado’, was an instrumental.

AC/DC was not represented at the hearings, and Angus tried his best to laugh it all off. He compared the stickers to the health warning labels on cigarette packets: ‘And a lot of good that does.’ A reporter asked whether he thought the band was a ‘bad influence’. Again, the suggestion seemed ridiculous to Angus. ‘Nah. Music’s just for listening to, it’s like a painting. As far as music influencing someone, that takes it a bit far. I think each individual is responsible for what they do … I think it’s foolish to think that about a rock-and-roll band, otherwise we’d be running the country.

‘Mind you,’ Angus said, pausing for a moment, ‘I haven’t tried that.’
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The album sessions for Fly on the Wall, which the band was touring when the Ramirez and PMRC dramas erupted, had commenced in October 1984; this time they recorded at Mountain Studios in Montreux, Switzerland. Like Flick of the Switch, Fly on the Wall was an in-house creation: Angus and Malcolm shared the production credits.

Brian Johnson made their intentions pretty clear when he spoke with Sky Channel about the creation of the record. ‘In my experience,’ he said, ‘the lads [always] went in with a producer, but they were still telling the lad what they wanted, so in a roundabout way all [an outside producer is] is an extra pair of ears. An expensive extra pair of ears.’

In short, who needed a producer when Angus and Malcolm could do it themselves, and for far less? And for the brothers, it was always much easier to sort out a disagreement – a few well-chosen words, maybe an odd, angry punch, and then it was back to work.

During a break in recording, in January 1985, Angus and the band stepped out to play at the massive Rock in Rio festival, a ten-day orgy of music. They headlined two nights, playing to more than 250,000 people. Supports were Whitesnake, Scorpions and the old plumber of darkness himself, Ozzy Osbourne – also a Filthy 15 alumnus. It’s not known if Ozzy and Angus shared a chuckle about making the list, but if they did, they would have agreed it was insane. ‘Imagine me conjuring the devil,’ a surprised Ozzy told a reporter when he was asked about the PMRC. ‘I can barely conjure myself out of bed in the morning.’

Angus briefly spoke to the media in Rio, during a well-attended press conference, but didn’t field any questions about the PMRC or the Night Stalker. Instead, he was asked what the band had been doing since they arrived.

‘Apart from trying to find a fish and chip shop?’ joked Angus, who was sporting a hairstyle that now seemed to have a hint of a perm. ‘Bit of swimming, looking at the sights. Saw a beauty of a sight the other day, I think they call it Sugar Loaf Mountain – or Dolly Parton in disguise.’

‘How could you make rock and roll bigger in Brazil?’ he was asked.

Angus was nonplussed. That wasn’t his job. ‘We’re not very tall, so we can’t make it bigger.’

Then they were off. There was a gig to play.
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The Youngs may not have required an outside producer, but they made some concessions with Fly on the Wall, reluctantly accepting that MTV was more than a passing fad. Accordingly, they made a package of five videos to promote the album, including ‘Shake Your Foundations’, ‘Stand Up’ and ‘Sink the Pink’, which were about as close to MTV-friendly videos as the band had ever attempted. All the clips were filmed in the same location, a rowdy roadhouse, the action happening around the band, who were captured mid-gig. They were smart enough to realise that no one in the group had the camera-friendly swagger of a Simon Le Bon or Daryl Hall, so Angus and the band were merely props in the clips, providing the soundtrack to the hijinks unfolding around them.

Angus and the others looked uneasy in front of the camera; there was more than a whiff of compromise about the whole endeavour. Still, the sight of a cucumber-cool female pool hustler in ‘Sink the Pink’ provided a sweet distraction. If ZZ Top – an even uglier bunch than the Youngs – could dress up their videos with sexy sirens, why couldn’t AC/DC? The videos – essentially escapist fun – did gain the band something of a foothold in the massively influential new music medium, although none made that year’s MTV Top 100 list. (AC/DC have only been nominated for two MTV awards; they didn’t win either.)

The response to the album was lukewarm, however, at least by Back in Black standards. It’s hard to gauge whether the double-whammy of the PMRC and the Night Stalker put a dent into the band’s commercial worth, but Fly on the Wall continued the downward sales trend that had begun with 1983’s Flick of the Switch. In the United States, the album didn’t rise any higher than number 32 in the charts, and in the UK it only just made the Top 10. It didn’t even reach number one in Australia, which had been a safer-than-houses bet; it peaked at number four. Its total sales in North America – 1 million copies – wasn’t a patch on Back in Black’s 22 million. AC/DC played 85 dates during the album tour, which ran for five months, a surprisingly short stretch for a band that was usually just warming up after six months on the road. The Back in Black tour had run for almost three times longer.

The press had their claws bared. Reviewing Fly on the Wall for Rolling Stone, Tim Holmes gave lyricist Johnson a thorough going-over. ‘You’d never guess how sexist and politically incorrect all this is if you don’t read the lyric sheet,’ he barked, ‘because you sure can’t make out a single word coming out of the dentist-drill’s glottis of Brian Johnson.’ Holmes did concede, however, that Angus still had some chops, although it was hard to determine if he was damning the guitarist with faint praise: ‘Angus Young is also in great form, playing the dumbest, most irresistibly repetitive chords in the lexicon.’

Compared with the heat-seeking acts of the mid-1980s – Madonna, Prince, Bruce Springsteen, Mötley Crüe and their fellow hair-metal screamers – AC/DC was starting to look decidedly anachronistic, rock-and-roll dinosaurs. But Angus and the band were never about adapting; they would stick tight to their principle of not straying from their tried-and-true formula. It was just that the musical mood, and the public, had shifted away from their brand of rock and raunch.
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It was in 1985 that William Young, Angus and Malcolm’s father, died in Sydney. When it was clear he was about to pass away, members of the family gathered and asked their paterfamilias if he’d like to be buried back in Glasgow. ‘No way,’ William replied. ‘Australia is my home.’

Angus reflected on this when asked about his feelings towards Oz. ‘I grew up here,’ he told Australian Rolling Stone magazine, ‘everything that influenced me is here. That’s the country that give me my upbringing after my father immigrated here.’ Angus saw his father’s wish to be buried in Sydney as ‘a great compliment’ to their adopted homeland. ‘He thought Australia really gave him something,’ he said, ‘and gave his children something.’

Angus himself felt the same way. Even so, after bouts with serial killers, right-wing loons and zealous politicians, not to mention a commercial slide and a death in the family, it had been a tough couple of years for Angus Young.
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‘I’M UP EVERY DAY AT 6 AM, EVERY DAY, WORKING ON NEW SONGS’

IN A CURIOUS twist, the gradual renaissance of Angus and the band – a slow rise back to the top that would take a decade – came about in part thanks to the medium they considered a necessary evil: video. What’s not surprising is that the character of Angus, the world’s oldest chain-smoking schoolboy, would be central in this turnaround – several hundred Anguses, in fact. It was proof, once again, that he was the face (and sometimes the bared arse) of the band, the person most synonymous with the AC/DC brand.

Although they still felt that courting MTV was a compromise, the Youngs decided to have some fun with it. They were an ‘ugly bunch’, by their own estimation, lacking the sensuality of a Prince or the swagger of a Jagger, but if they had to make videos, they could at least produce clips that generated a few laughs and didn’t leave them overly embarrassed.

At the beginning, the shoot for ‘Who Made Who’ was very straightforward: Angus and the lads doing their thing on stage at the Brixton Academy in London, rocking probably the best song they’d written since ‘For Those About to Rock’. But no self-respecting video came without a concept, and this clip’s had a Dr Frankenstein or Re-Animator theme – yet instead of building the perfect beast, the goal was the cloning of Angus, who was measured, sized up and plugged into some vaguely sinister regenerating device. Several thousand volts later and the screen was filled with Angus upon Angus upon Angus, in matching green velvet uniforms, wielding pretend guitars, banging their heads in unison – all under the guise of their master, who alternated between watching over his minions from above or flailing around on the soundstage, doing his latest dying bug routine. It was great fun, terrific theatre, and by far the most entertaining video the band had ever made.

The gathering of the clones for the shoot had been carried out via the band’s fan club; it had also been mentioned on radio a few days earlier. It proved to be the hottest ticket in Brixton, as around 300 hopefuls turned out, the more willing sleeping outside the venue in freezing weather to ensure they got a gig.

The only downside of the experience was that, during the video, Angus had an attack of acrophobia, an acute fear of heights, later confirmed by a doctor. It was a surprising prognosis for a man who had once scaled speaker stacks and PAs like a guitar-wielding Spider-Man. Angus made light of the moment he realised his problem, as he was lowered by wires from a second-storey balcony onto the stage floor: ‘My whole life flashed before me, and since I’m pretty short, that’s not very long.’

The ‘Who Made Who’ video was directed by Englishman David Mallet, who had some form, having shot big-budget clips for Queen (‘Radio Ga Ga’), David Bowie and Mick Jagger (‘Dancing in the Street’), as well as Bowie’s ‘Ashes to Ashes’ and Peter Gabriel’s ‘Games Without Frontiers’. The well-bred, well-spoken Mallet – Angus and Johnson simply called him ‘posh’ – promptly became AC/DC’s video director of choice. He and Angus bonded over a shared love of comics; not coincidentally, Mallet referred to their work together as ‘comic book rock and roll’.

It probably didn’t hurt that Mallet had a history with The Kenny Everett Video Show, the type of freeform, goofy skit program that Angus would have appreciated. In fact, in an interview with Angus and Johnson, Mallet mentioned Angus’s stand-up skills – he rated him pretty highly as a comic. Angus laughed along, joking that he was soon going to be moonlighting in a production called ‘The One Night Stand Show’.

Mallet was hired to shoot a new clip for the old song ‘You Shook Me All Night Long’, which radiated the same sense of mirth as ‘Who Made Who’; it was also Mallet’s favourite AC/DC track of all time. In the new ‘You Shook Me’ clip, Angus trailed Johnson, who was decked out as comic character Andy Capp (hardly a stretch), clutching his fish and chips, wandering around the working-class town of Huddersfield – Angus was in his signature outfit, naturally. Johnson ambled into a terrace and came face to face with a busty blonde riding a mechanical bull. The comely star of the clip was Corinne Russell, a former page three model. (Later, when Angus learned that she was to marry someone from the crew, he sent the happy couple their own mechanical bull.)

Mallet had the requisite sense of humour and love of the band to continue working with AC/DC right through to 2014’s Rock or Bust LP. As he once explained with a grin, ‘AC/DC videos are cheap, sexist nonsense. We strive to achieve that!’
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The parent album for the ‘Who Made Who’ video was also a radical departure for the Youngs. The entire Who Made Who LP, which brought together three new tracks with six back-catalogue classics (including ‘Ride On’ and ‘Hells Bells’), was the soundtrack for the 1986 genre film Maximum Overdrive, a first for the band.

The Youngs were generally wary of writing ‘songs for hire’; they felt it undermined the merit of their work and cheated their fans, who had already bought the songs when they were originally released. Their change in heart may have been prompted by the fact that the writer and director of Maximum Overdrive was author Stephen King, a loud and proud AC/DC fan, the truest of true believers. In a short story entitled ‘Skeleton Crew’, King had quoted ‘Dirty Deeds’.

King was more than a closet rocker; he’d formed a group, the Rock Bottom Remainders, with a gaggle of fellow authors (and sometimes ring-in Warren Zevon). King and his wife, Tabitha, had bought a Maine radio station, WZON, purely to change the format. ‘He got pissed off, so he fucking bought it,’ Brian Johnson said. ‘Now [rock’s] all it plays.’

King interviewed Angus, Johnson and Williams for a movie promo – King in his armchair at home in Maine, and the AC/DC three standing in front of Tower Bridge in London. It was a love-in, at least from King’s point of view. ‘I appreciate you doing the movie, I appreciate you working on the soundtrack,’ he gushed. King was in fanboy heaven.

As for Maximum Overdrive itself, the best thing that could be said about it was that it was fun to spot a black van bearing an AC/DC logo in a key scene of the finished film. Unfortunately, it didn’t reach any great cinematic heights; the flick failed to recoup its US$9-million budget and King won (in a manner of speaking) a highly undesirable Golden Raspberry nomination for Worst Director. Even worse, the film’s DOP, Armando Nannuzzi, lost an eye in an on-set accident and sued King, among others, for US$18 million, eventually settling out of court. King himself later derided Maximum Overdrive as a ‘moron movie’.

Still, the soundtrack gave the film some muscle and went platinum five times over in North America. The single ‘Who Made Who’ was also a hit, just grazing the UK Top 10 and the US Top 30. Angus and the band were back in business.

Even the hard-to-please Village Voice critic Robert Christgau got on board Maximum Overdrive. ‘ “Hells Bells” will give Christians fits,’ he noted, rightly enough, ‘and sexual metaphors are kept to a minimum.’ His only beef? That the ‘drum-hooked fucksong’ ‘You Shook Me All Night Long’ was buried away at the end of the first side. ‘But this is their most presentable collection nonetheless.’ Christgau blessed the album with a B.

The album also marked an extended family reunion. George Young and Harry Vanda flew to the Bahamas in early 1986, producing three new tracks with the band: ‘Who Made Who’, ‘DT’ and ‘Chase the Ace’. Angus and Malcolm hadn’t worked in this capacity with their first and most influential mentors since 1978. They had come full circle, although it’s fair to say that the studio in the Bahamas was a tad more exotic than the cramped space at Alberts back in Sydney.

The concept of the many Anguses, which had worked so well for the video of ‘Who Made Who’, was such a natural fit that the band agreed to make it part of their next US tour, which launched in late July 1986 and concentrated mainly on venues that could accommodate between 10,000 and 15,000 punters. Some nights when they played ‘Who Made Who’, multiple Anguses would emerge from the wings, all winners of local Angus lookalike contests, shaking their things alongside their master – a headbanger’s dream come true.

‘They thought I was so handsome,’ Angus chuckled, ‘that they went out and hired 300 other guys.’

‘Oh man,’ one clone gushed before going onstage, ‘this is my ultimate dream. AC/DC is my all-time favourite band. This is undescribable [sic].’

Protestors and fundamentalists seemed relatively thin on the ground this time around. Once, when a group of women held hands and formed a ring outside a venue, Angus and Johnson walked among them, chatting. As Johnson reported, it worked a charm: ‘They thought, well, these guys are nice.’

Angus had begun to adopt a more practical approach to his detractors. ‘If they’re burning our records,’ he figured, ‘they must be buying them. And I’m still trying to figure out how they can play a record backwards …’
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Angus was no hanger-on: he’d never been the type to linger backstage, even at his own gigs. So you could only imagine the shock registered by members of the American band Jason & the Scorchers in April 1987 when they were playing a Sydney club show and spotted Angus standing side-stage, taking it in. While Angus still preferred the older stuff – Chuck Berry and Little Richard and the rest – to most things shiny and new, the Scorchers were a rock act with a rootsy, old-school flavour that appealed to Angus.

More interesting still was Angus’s revelation when he sat down with a few Scorchers after the show. When asked what he was up to, Angus replied that he was busy. Real busy. ‘I’m up every day at 6 am, every day, working on new songs.’

The Scorchers were taken aback. ‘I’d never heard of any rocker with that kind of work ethic,’ admitted the band’s Jason Ringenberg. Most rockers were falling into bed at 6 am. Not Angus.

Angus and Malcolm had been hunkered down in Sydney during March and April, chipping away at new material. While neither would admit they kept an eye on the opposition, they were well aware of their relatively modest returns since Back in Black, and at the same time had seen the steady rise of hard-rock acts such as Bon Jovi, whose last two albums, Slippery When Wet and New Jersey, had sold in massive numbers. Other new stars included Guns N’ Roses, a gang of wild boys led by a controversy magnet of a frontman, Axl Rose. The LA-based Gunners knew their way around ‘Whole Lotta Rosie’, too, which they sometimes covered. Rose was a big fan.

For their new record, the Youngs picked up where they’d left off with Who Made Who, this time inviting Harry and George to produce the entire album, which was recorded in a twelfth-century chateau in Le Val, in the south of France. In spite of the exotic locale, the strategy was simple yet again: get back to the kind of live and hairy sound they had captured when they worked at Alberts.

Angus, for one, was thrilled to be reunited with the old firm. ‘It was great to run around and say, “Excuse me, I’m just gonna play a bit of rock music here,”’ he said of the sessions. ‘It was the best thing we’ve recorded for a while.’ To which he added, quite pointedly, ‘We just ignored the influence of the record company and any [outside] producers.’

Despite their recent dabbling in the land of video make-believe, the album’s title was a kick in the balls to those who judged a song by its clip: it was called Blow Up Your Video. The album’s cover image, a Gibson-packing Angus bursting through a TV screen, drove home their point with the precision of a well-directed Doc Marten.

Angus made this clear when he spoke with Richard Wilkins from MTV Australia, who warily acknowledged the fact that the band was undermining the very concept that drove the network.

‘Everything’s automatic these days,’ Angus mused. ‘A kid can flick on the button on a TV … and he can zoom through everything and get it coming from all over the world … [But] for us, the best thing as a band was always [that] we were great onstage.’

Angus’s wife, Ellen, sat nearby; at one point Angus acknowledged her presence when asked an awkward question by Wilkins about fast times on the road. ‘I only drink tea,’ he insisted.

Angus also talked about his peripatetic lifestyle. While he’d spent a fair amount of time in Sydney during 1987, it was the first time he’d been back to Australia for several years. But it was still home, at least as much a home as a gypsy like Angus had. His life centred on rehearsals and recording studios and touring. It was a seemingly endless cycle.

‘It’s still the best city in the world for me,’ he said of Sydney. ‘I grew up here.’

Was AC/DC a heavy metal band, Wilkins asked.

Angus grimaced at the mention of the dreaded term. His look said it all. ‘When we started,’ he explained, ‘we were playing rock-and-roll music – to get through, it was a bit louder than most. We just went out there to play – we knew how to rock. We’ve been called punk … new wave; but I think we’re far away from heavy metal. We can only be ourselves. We can never really pose.’

Spandex and glitter had nothing to do with rock and roll, as far as Angus was concerned. He genuinely didn’t relate to a lot of his so-called peers. One music reporter asked Angus if he was familiar with Def Leppard’s latest. ‘I heard the song on a radio somewhere,’ he replied vaguely. What did he think of Van Halen? ‘I’ve never seen them. [But] I know there’s a band called Van Halen.’ AC/DC was not a heavy metal band, Angus insisted to another reporter. ‘I just think that we’re a unique band.’ (Malcolm echoed his brother’s thoughts in a 1988 interview: ‘I’ve never heard of Guns N’ Roses; I’ve never heard them play, even though it’s nice they play our songs.’)

A very positive Rolling Stone review greeted the release of Blow Up Your Video. ‘It’s time the world stopped thinking of AC/DC as just a heavy metal band,’ observed Jim Farber. ‘For 13 albums now, Angus and Malcolm Young have been crafting the kind of guitar riffs any Who-style rock and roll band would kill for … they’ve carved every one of those irresistible guitar hooks out of pure stone.’

Blow Up Your Video was a chart hit, too, reaching number two in the UK and number twelve in the US, quickly emerging as the band’s highest-selling original album since For Those About to Rock.

AC/DC returned to Australia for the band’s first home tour since 1981, when Brian Johnson had been introduced to the faithful. Again, they kicked off in Perth, on 1 February 1988, and worked their way west over three weeks. Each show opened with a procession of Anguses strutting their way down a catwalk as the band crashed into ‘Who Made Who’. Then the real Angus would emerge, phoenix-like, from behind Simon Wright’s drums.

Angus and the band were treated like homecoming heroes at the box office – they packed the 12,000-capacity Sydney Entertainment Centre five times over, and sold out four nights at the new Melbourne Tennis Centre. Zealots camped out for up to two weeks to buy tickets. In Sydney 350 fans queued for hours outside a George Street record store, blocking traffic, in order to grab autographed copies of the latest AC/DC album. One punter walked away with the prize of a Gibson SG autographed by Angus – not a bad score, even though he didn’t know how to play.

On each show day, fans would begin lining up outside the venue at first light, keen to secure the best possible spot. The crowds got a little too unruly on the nights of the gigs in Western Australia, where there were more than 60 arrests, mainly for minor charges. In Adelaide, towards the back end of the outdoor show at Derby Park, hundreds of punters who missed out on tickets broke down a fence and dispersed into the huge crowd, eskies and bottles in hand, dodging security guards. The only real trouble, however, came after the show in the car park, when a few fights broke out.

In Melbourne, Angus had minor palpitations as he watched the TV news just before going on to play. A bulletin screamed: ‘Full-scale security alert at tonight’s AC/DC show.’

‘I thought there was a war on,’ he joked afterwards.

The show went on without much carnage, although there were the usual arrests for unruly behaviour afterwards. Despite the flurry of police activity, Angus would take that type of minor drama over Bible-thumping religious fundamentalists any time. And he’d seen far worse violence in his beer barn days.
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The Youngs’ back-to-basics ethos with Blow Up Your Video had helped lift the dark mood that had started to surround them in the wake of the PMRC and Night Stalker fiascos, but it wasn’t all gravy. Malcolm had been spotted backstage at gigs lugging around a bottle of Jack Daniels that was almost as big as he was. And of late he simply hadn’t been the authority figure onstage that he had typically been.

Malcolm sat down with Angus and came clean. ‘I have to stop,’ he confessed, ‘otherwise I might end up becoming a casualty.’ He dropped out of the US tour in the second half of 1988, signed on for AA and did his twelve steps.

As Malcolm later admitted, drinking brought out the ‘Jekyll and Hyde’ aspect of his personality. ‘I was physically and mentally screwed by the alcohol,’ he said. ‘I was letting people down; people were worrying about me.’ When he gave up booze he also ceased smoking pot, another longtime habit. He boasted to a friend that he’d stopped ‘being a hippie’.

His replacement was his nephew Stevie Young, a Malcolm lookalike in sound and appearance, who was given the luxury – at least, by Young standards – of ten days to prepare himself for the lengthy American run. Stevie came through in a crisis, and not for the last time. But Angus had never appeared on stage without his brother, and he felt Malcolm’s absence strongly. Angus was a showman, a performer, not a natural leader.

Malcolm was back in service for the band’s next release, The Razors Edge, which, included, among many things, a song inspired by Donald Trump, entitled ‘Mistress for Christmas’, this being a time when it was still okay to laugh at The Donald’s excesses without unleashing a Twitter storm. Angus was waxing reflective about the band’s status upon the album’s release. ‘No one is going to take to you overnight,’ he said on CNN, between drags on a smoke. ‘It’s a long way to the top if you wanna rock and roll.’ With that he raised his eyebrows, as if to ask, Did I really say that?

Yet by the time of its September 1990 release, there had been some major losses. Only three years after the death of William Young, his wife, Margaret, the matriarch of the Young family, passed away at the age of 75. Angus’s older sister Margaret might have been the AC/DC booster early on, and the mastermind behind the band’s name and his onstage attire, but their parents had also supported the boys in their own quiet way, and their loss would be deeply felt.

Back in Sydney, just before The Razors Edge was released, Ted Albert was so excited by its imminent release that he had a new set of subwoofers installed in his car, to help give playback that extra added muscle. After a few listens, he wrote to Malcolm, stating how ‘blown away’ he was by the album. ‘I love it.’ Then tragedy struck: not long after he wrote that letter, on 11 November, Ted had a heart attack and died. He was only 53 years old.

This unexpected death hit the Youngs hard – and likewise the entire Australian entertainment industry. Albert was a pioneer, a man with a ‘great set of ears’, who genuinely believed in the music his company released to the world, and who felt that local acts could be as good as any in the world. At the time he passed away, Albert had been dabbling in film, having just formed a new company, M&A Productions. He’d commissioned a young Sydney theatre director named Baz Luhrmann to write and direct what would be their first feature, Strictly Ballroom. Sadly, Albert never got to see the finished product, or share in the spoils – the film grossed $80 million worldwide, not a bad return on its budget of just $3 million. But he had helped launch yet another stellar career.

As Albert’s widow, Popsy, stated after his death, Ted would be best known for his trailblazing work in the world of music – so many artists, from The Easybeats through to John Paul Young, The Angels, Rose Tattoo, TMG and the various guises assumed by Vanda and Young, had benefited from his Midas touch. ‘Ted’s legacy … is what he did for rock and roll and giving Australian rock and roll respectability worldwide,’ said Popsy.

Of course, AC/DC was his biggest achievement of all. He’d heard something special that day when he walked into the Youngs’ home in Burwood as Malcolm and Angus were banging away on their guitars, searching for a sound. If not for Ted Albert, there would be no AC/DC.

When asked during the Blood and Thunder doco how big a role Albert had played in the band’s rise, Angus didn’t hesitate: ‘Ted was instrumental … being a very solid character. He didn’t seem to be a person who’d crumble under cannon fire.’

Malcolm added: ‘He put his money behind us, he took a big risk. And he never put pressure on us. I don’t think we’ve ever met anyone so genuine and that you could trust as a person. We owe Ted a lot.’

Posthumously, Albert was granted a lifetime achievement award at the 1991 ARIAs. The Australasian Performing Rights Association (APRA) paid its respects to the man by setting up the annual Ted Albert Award for Outstanding Services to Australian Music. Vanda and Young collected this highly sought-after gong in 1995.

‘The thing about Ted,’ said Alberts stalwart Fifa Riccobono, ‘was that he brought out the very best in you. He had a vision that he wanted Australian music to be comparable to anything internationally.’ He’d certainly achieved that with AC/DC.
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As they entered their third decade, some weird and wonderful facts began to emerge about AC/DC, Alberts’ biggest success story. The sight of a chain-smoking schoolboy in short pants, wielding a guitar like a weapon, had become almost as universally recognisable as Michael Jackson or Coca-Cola. In 1990 Newsweek reported that, after the toppling of the Berlin Wall, music-loving East Germans who flocked across to the ‘other side’ dropped their coin on two essentials: the Dirty Dancing soundtrack and anything by AC/DC. Business boomed across all West Berlin record stores, with sales suddenly up by something like 300 per cent.

It was also reported widely that, in an attempt to coax Panamanian leader General Manuel Noriega from his compound in 1989, American forces had blared AC/DC at him for two days straight. Finally, the general emerged, hands raised. Angus could even bring a dictator to his knees. When told about this, Angus let out one of his nicotine-flecked chuckles. This wasn’t the first time he’d heard about his music being used as a weapon on the frontline. ‘I wonder what they’re going to do with Saddam Hussein?’ he wondered.

Angus and Malcolm certainly appeared to be back on the long road to the top with The Razors Edge, which upheld the ‘no fucking about’ concept they’d been adhering to since Flick of the Switch. Everything, even the album’s name, was straight to the point.

‘We wanted a title that sounded tough, to cut the bullshit,’ Angus said on its release. ‘Because that’s what we are, in our music.’

Such song titles as ‘Got You by the Balls’ and ‘Thunderstruck’ further hammered the point home. The latter featured some incendiary, machine-gun-like eruptions from Angus, which had come to him purely by accident but worked so well that the song soon became a live staple. (Intriguingly, in 2016, researchers in South Australia found that vibrations from rock songs, especially ‘Thunderstruck’, assisted the benefits of chemotherapy drugs. Angus was helping heal the sick.)

The Razors Edge also marked a loosening up of the ‘family only’ approach the Youngs had taken with recent records. Canadian Bruce Fairbairn, who’d produced Bon Jovi’s 12-million-selling Slippery When Wet, worked with the band. ‘I want you to sound like AC/DC when you were seventeen,’ Fairbairn told Angus early in the project. Angus was sold on the guy from that moment on, although he remained generally wary of producers. ‘I always think [they’re] going to be high-powered, y’know, more business than pleasure. But Bruce was good.’

The Razors Edge also marked the moment when Angus and Malcolm assumed all the band’s creative roles; Johnson no longer wrote their lyrics (although it was hard to tell, especially when the Youngs came up with lines such as ‘She got you by the balls’). Johnson was distracted by a divorce at the beginning of the recording, so Malcolm and Angus went ahead and wrote the songs in their entirety.

Despite a not-so-glowing review in Rolling Stone – ‘with The Razors Edge, AC/DC sets a new record for the longest career without a single new idea,’ grumbled John Mendelsohn – the record fairly raced to the number two spot in the US on release. Unlike previous albums, it was a stayer, sticking in the charts for the best part of eighteen months and selling 5 million copies, and that many again elsewhere. Three big singles, ‘Thunderstruck’, ‘Moneytalks’ and ‘Are You Ready’, were lifted from the record.

The Razors Edge was also the beginning of the band’s graduation to playing arenas, an upsizing that would prove incredibly rewarding over the next twenty-odd years. That’s where the real money was to be made. The Rolling Stones had just broken a seven-year silence with their biggest concert series of all time, known as the Steel Wheels Tour, which drew upwards of 6 million fans and grossed US$175 million. In the States alone, the band had grossed approximately US$100 million. AC/DC were now closing in on this super league; like the Stones, they had a lengthy, immediately identifiable back catalogue, yet they had the added benefit of some new songs getting traction on rock radio. Throw in some cannons, pyros and big effects, 30 tonnes of equipment and a crew of 50 – Angus now worked with Allan Rogan, Keith Richards’ former guitar tech – and you had a rock show that was money in the bank. Lots of money. The Razors Edge would gross almost US$18 million, making it the year’s sixth-biggest tour.

The tour began on the US east coast, a week before Ted Albert’s death – the band had just filled the 20,000-seat Brendan Byrne Arena in New Jersey when the awful news reached them. With a dedication Albert himself would have respected, they kept on playing, packing similar venues in Rhode Island, Virginia and Michigan, then rolling on to the west coast, where they paused for an annual Christmas break after filling the 13,500-capacity Long Beach Arena for two nights on the trot. With Angus in some of the best form of his career, AC/DC was an unstoppable force.

Shows now began with a rumble of thunder, the stage shrouded in darkness. Angus would emerge on an elevated platform behind a new drummer, the chrome-domed Chris Slade, ripping up ‘Thunderstruck’. Johnson and the others would join Angus as he continued soloing. A new twist was a catwalk of sorts, which gave Angus plenty of room to do his thing – the bigger stages in these massive concrete bunkers were a blessing. ‘Thunderstruck’, however, was tricky to play, and Angus usually spent much of the opener concentrating fiercely, his fingers moving rapidly.

‘Yeah, that gets a bit deadly,’ Angus admitted to a reporter from the Age, when asked about the song. With that he displayed to the journo just how hard it was for a guy with small hands and fingers to play something so intricate. ‘Someone like Eric Clapton, he’s got these big long fingers to bend the string,’ he laughed, ‘but with the Young brothers it’s their whole body has to bend the string!’
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‘HOW DID SUCH BIG BALLS GET IN SUCH SHORT PANTS?’

THUNDERSTRUCK’, SADLY, would have tragic repercussions for Angus and the band not long after the Razors Edge tour resumed in the new year. Salt Lake City, Utah, hosted their fifth show in another year of constant touring; the band had sold out all but a handful of the 14,000 tickets at the Salt Palace Acord Arena. There were two types of seating: 8500 reserved seats on an upper level, and the rest on the floor, where the seats had been removed. In concert parlance, this was known as ‘festival seating’, and it had been outlawed in many cities after a crush at a Who concert in 1979 resulted in eleven deaths.

On 18 January 1991 Angus led the charge with his ‘Thunderstruck’ theatrics, but almost immediately something went awfully wrong at the front of the stage.

‘There was a massive jolt forwards,’ said Brandi Burton, a nineteen-year-old student who’d been standing about five rows from the front; she suddenly ended up at the bottom of a pile-up of about 30 fans. Her best friend, nineteen-year-old Liz Glausi, lay across her chest. They couldn’t move. ‘People kept landing on us,’ said Burton, ‘hundreds of pounds at a time.’ The crush was so intense that neither Glausi nor Burton was able to breathe.

Scott Carter was working security that night, positioned at the barricade near the Salt Palace stage. He’d seen crushes like this before at rock shows; typically, the injured were passed backwards by raised hands all the way to the rear of the floor, where they were met by paramedics; it was standard moshpit culture. But this was a different type of crush. No one could bend down sufficiently to scoop up those at the bottom of the scrum. Carter could see hands reaching out from the melee and ‘the whites of their eyes, full of fear’.

What happened next became a matter of some uncertainty. Carter said that he and the other guards looked towards the stage, shouting while making swiping hand gestures across their throats, demanding that the band stop playing. A later statement from AC/DC said they didn’t spot the early warnings, but when it became apparent there was a problem, they stopped and ordered that the house lights be raised. Allegedly, some 30 minutes passed before this happened, and the band stopped for a full fifteen minutes, only continuing on the advice of stadium officials, who said that playing on was the best course of action – to end the concert abruptly may have risked a full-scale riot. An audio recording of the show surfaced online, making it clear that Brian Johnson, once aware of the drama, did everything he could to stop the band and confront the problem, telling the crowd at the front to back up.

‘Okay, everybody, hang on,’ he barked, ‘we’ve got a bit of a problem down the front … Everybody just move back one foot … We’ve got a bit of a problem down the front and we don’t want anybody to get hurt.’

‘We were trying to pull people out,’ said Carter, who, along with several other security guards, struggled for five or ten minutes to reach the epicentre, ‘but everybody’s legs were entwined, and we couldn’t … AC/DC’s main security guy came over and tried to pull people off the top.’ But whenever that was attempted, more bodies toppled onto the pile – ‘like dominoes’, according to Carter.

By this time, the situation with Burton and especially Glausi was desperate. ‘Liz,’ Burton told her friend, ‘you’ve got to keep breathing.’ She did this several times before Glausi gasped, ‘I can’t.’ Then she closed her eyes.

‘Please, God, don’t let us die,’ Burton whispered, before passing out.

Elsewhere in the stadium, seventeen-year-old Neil Scott lost sight of his friend Curtis Child in the crowd; it was the first big show Child had attended. The next time he saw Child was when the police showed him a photo of his friend on a respirator. ‘It was a panic scene,’ said Scott, who survived by clinging onto the metal barricade at the front of the moshpit. Child died, as did fourteen-year-old Jimmie Boyd Jr.

Brandi Burton came to later that night at a local hospital, where she was treated for bruises and cuts and released. Glausi, tragically, died three days later from the injuries she sustained in the crush.

Immediately, a county commissioner threatened to cancel all concerts at the venue unless adequate crowd control was assured. Spectator Management Group, which operated the venue, released a statement insisting that the crowd control measures had been adequate on the night. The families of the deceased sought legal advice.

After the show, Angus and the band released a statement expressing their dismay. ‘Nothing anyone can say or do will diminish the tragic loss or sense of grief’ at the deaths and injuries, it read. They lashed out at news reports that had stated they played on when aware of the sprawl at the front of the stage; this simply wasn’t true. Johnson called it a ‘terrible night’, a tragedy he’d never forget. He couldn’t sleep for a week after the gig. Angus, according to Johnson, ‘was beside himself’ with grief. Malcolm was so devastated he refused ever to talk publicly about the night.

As the band packed up and moved to Phoenix, Denver and then Chicago for more shows, the fallout from Salt Lake City intensified. In February, Curtis Child’s father filed an US$8 million lawsuit against the band, its management, the company that managed the venue, the concert promoter, J.C. McNeil, and the local radio station and concert sponsor KBER, for the ‘wrongful death’ of their son. In May the Boyd family filed a lawsuit for negligence against the County of Salt Lake. By July, the Glausi family had filed a federal lawsuit against the band and promoters involved with the concert. ‘If the band had stopped playing when security told them,’ read their suit, ‘our daughter would not have died.’

While Angus didn’t acknowledge that the band was at fault, he understood the rationale behind the families’ thinking. ‘I figure it’s your name on the ticket,’ he said, ‘it’s your name that they see.’

AC/DC hired a local lawyer, Mike Mohrman (unavoidably funny for a gig in Utah, even in the circumstances) to defend them. The complaint was settled out of court in late 1992. The amount of the settlement was not made known, though, according to a report in the Deseret News, the Salt Lake County contribution was ‘less than $2 million’. AC/DC also paid an undisclosed amount to the families. ‘It was the right thing to do,’ said their lawyer.

It wasn’t until 2001 that the band returned to Utah, by which time the venue and the seating had been radically altered. It remained the worst concert disaster of the band’s lengthy career, painful evidence of what could go wrong at a big rock show.
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Angus and the band returned to the Monsters of Rock gravy train later in 1991, but this time with a twist. A free show, sponsored by Time Warner Inc. and supported by outgoing Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev, had been arranged behind the former Iron Curtain on 28 September. It was the first time any of the bands involved – AC/DC, Metallica, Pantera and The Black Crowes – had rocked Russia. The response was so crazy that the gig had to be shifted from Red Square, the original site, to a much larger area at Tushino Airfield.

Military choppers shuffled the musicians to and from Tushino, and as they swooped down low over the airfield, Angus and the band could make out a wave of humanity stretching back seemingly to the horizon. It was immense. They were a long way from the Red Cow in Hammersmith now.

There was the usual push and shove in the huge crowd, standard procedure in a crowd that was estimated to be in excess of 150,000, perhaps even as much as 500,000 (some reported it as a million). Early in the day, one of the organisers took to the stage, speaking with the masses, urging them to stay calm and not be too concerned by the swarms of soldiers – 11,000 in all – who’d been assigned to help with security.

‘These bands have travelled thousands of miles,’ the organiser shouted, ‘to celebrate our victory and the end of violence. Remember why we are here and settle down – or we will have to listen to Neil Diamond for the rest of our lives.’

Time Warner described the concert as a ‘celebration of democracy and freedom’. Angus had his own ideas, as he considered the politics of the event while chomping on a sandwich backstage. ‘I think they [the authorities] almost don’t want them to [rise] up,’ he said between mouthfuls. ‘When they see people come in such numbers, going to a rock show, it frightens them, I think. They want to try to keep them down, but the more they push, the bigger it becomes. You have to admire anyone who puts up a battle for what they want. It allows things like this to go on. I take my cap off to them for taking a stand.’

Angus was no political animal, but the significance of the event wasn’t lost on him. And there was a certain serendipity to the night’s closer, a fire-and-brimstone rip through ‘For Those About to Rock’, Angus performing one of his best dying bugs all over the Russian stage. Even some of the younger soldiers looking on appeared tempted to flash the metal sign. The former USSR was now officially ready to rock.

Only a few years earlier, AC/DC’s music had been banned in the former Soviet Union. Now, a huge inflatable Rosie offered her wares to the crowd at Tushino, while in Moscow there seemed to be AC/DC graffiti on every wall. Having conquered East Germany and flushed out a Central American dictator, Angus, Malcolm and the group were now bigger than just about anything in Russia – Rosie included.
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By the time the new millennium dawned, the commercial worth of AC/DC was no longer gauged by record sales, even though the numbers for their albums were not to be sneezed at. Both 1995’s Ballbreaker and 2000’s Stiff Upper Lip went platinum in the United States and topped charts all around the world. Their real value was now determined at the box office. No band was going to sell LPs in Back in Black numbers anymore; the golden age of the multi-platinum album was over. But AC/DC continued to produce the type of live spectacle that had rusted-on fans shelling out their hard-earned. That was what helped them stay at the top of the rock pile.

So much of the group’s ongoing appeal, of course, was down to Angus’s stamina, his ability to continue turning it on when he plugged in his Gibson and let rip. It seemed that, for a lifelong smoker, he had boundless energy. Angus was tireless. Not bad for a man seemingly born with a cigarette in his gob.

‘I’m lucky,’ he admitted, ‘I don’t need much for a spark. I get it from the audience, the response, you feed off that. [But] if the audience is tired then you motivate yourself to help it along.’

Interestingly, the normal rules of celebrity didn’t seem to apply to Angus. ‘People expect someone in the school suit, the uniform,’ he said. ‘I can blend in. And people these days are very tall, [whereas] I’m very small. I think if you make a fuss, surround yourself with a lot of people, then people know who you are. I like to come and go as I please.’

By 2001, during the Stiff Upper Lip world tour, Angus was finally able to laugh at all the dramas he and the band had lived through in the past two decades, in particular their alleged relationship with the pitchfork-packing man downstairs. ‘I’m just your good old, friendly, rock and roll guitarist,’ he told one reporter with a smile.

‘It has always been good party music,’ Angus told another reporter in 2001. ‘As simple as that. Music that you didn’t really have to think about and say, “These guys have got a message.” There was no message. It’s not like we were out there social-reforming or something.’

And what of the uniform; did it still hang comfortably on his middle-aged bones?

Angus was adamant that the fit was as easy as it was back in 1974, and it still provided him with the permission he needed to behave in an outlandish way. The uniform was his escape from the real world. ‘When I put it on,’ he explained, ‘I’m looking forward to going out there and playing my guitar again. Every time I put it on, I go, “Whoopee, I’m still going out there to hustle my wares.”’

In short, while there may now have been a bit of stiffness in his joints, the thrill remained the same: plugging in, blazing away, sending the punters crazy. ‘The hair may go and the teeth may go,’ he said, ‘but it’s a small sacrifice for the aural excitement.’

As for survival secrets, that was no mystery – Angus was a ‘one day at a time’ kind of guy, someone who didn’t over-analyse how he did what he did, as long as it continued to work. ‘I’ve always looked at it as a twelve-step-program rock-and-roll band: each day at a time. I mean, here I am, I’m now middle-40-ish. And I go, “Well, I’m still putting on that school suit, and I’m still getting out there and plucking my geee-tar.”’

The numbers were impossible to argue with: Angus and AC/DC were simply becoming the biggest band in rock. The world tour in support of 1996’s Ballbreaker album had no less than five separate legs – and brought the return of sometimes wayward drummer Phil Rudd. The first leg was in the US, stretching from mid-January to late February, beginning in North Carolina and ending up at Inglewood, on the west coast. Almost all of the 25 shows were sell-outs, a none-too-shabby achievement in venues with capacities from 13,000 to 20,000. That first leg alone grossed close to US$10 million.

Another successful US run followed before the band’s gaze turned to Europe for the next six weeks. A second European leg included huge shows at Wembley Arena and the MEN Arena in Manchester. By the time they finally came off the road at the end of November 1996, after a final, four-month swing through the Americas, Australia and New Zealand, Angus had strutted the rock-and-roll catwalk 155 times. Millions more dollars were in the coffers. A two-night stand in Cleveland alone had generated almost US$1 million in ticket sales.

The show included a few new tricks: a Beavis and Butthead cameo at the start of the night (an animated Angus had them chased away by a black-caped goddess wielding a power drill), followed by a wrecking ball that seemingly destroyed part of the stage, until Angus and the others emerged, playing ‘Back in Black’. During ‘Highway to Hell’, Angus ripped and raged from inside a cage. It wasn’t KISS, who ate fire, drooled blood and at times seemed to float in mid-air, but there was enough razzle-dazzle to keep the fans satisfied.

AC/DC’s first tour of the new century, 2001’s Stiff Upper Lip, did even better: the US run made the Top 10 list of concert takings for the year, earning the band US$28.3 million – they were just eclipsed by Janet Jackson and Eric Clapton. It was no wonder that Johnson fluttered fake AC/DC currency – ‘Angusbucks’ – into the big crowds each night during ‘Moneytalks’: it was raining money for the band.

Some things, however, remained the same: when a tour ended, Angus slipped away, sometimes to Holland, sometimes to Australia, and simply disappeared. And when he got home he was as domesticated as a house cat.

‘For the two hours I climb on stage,’ he explained, ‘I become the schoolboy. But as soon as it is over, I get off stage and go home. I don’t even get in the front door if I come home like that with the horns hanging out of my head. I get told to wipe my feet before I come home.’
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The upswing in the band’s fortunes on the road was fine indeed, but there were other, smaller moments that perhaps meant even more to Angus and Malcolm. They still had their heroes, acts they’d admired ever since they played behind closed doors in Burwood. One was the evergreen Rolling Stones.

In February 2003 the Stones were in the thick of their 40 Licks tour, playing some smaller venues, trying to get back to basics – a big call, given that their shows had become truly massive productions. When they arrived in Australia and gave a press conference, the name AC/DC came up and it emerged that least one Stone was a big fan. ‘I love Acca-Dacca,’ announced rock’s greatest survivor, Keith Richards. ‘Angus and Malcolm, a great team, man.’ Richards had been a particular advocate of Powerage, which he felt was a ‘great album’.

With a Stones show planned for the next night at Sydney’s Enmore Theatre, an invitation was extended to the Youngs: ‘Wanna jam?’

The Youngs were never the stage-sharing types, but this was different – this was the Stones. And so, about an hour into their Enmore set on 19 February, the seemingly ageless Mick Jagger sidled up to the microphone and made an apt introduction, simple and unpretentious: ‘Welcome, Angus and Malcolm.’

It was odd to see Angus in his civvies – jeans and a black T – and packing a hefty Gibson cutaway guitar, not his usual SG. As for Malcolm, well, he was just Malcolm, looking like he always did – as if he’d just walked off the street and grabbed his guitar. Beforehand, Malcolm had given only one stage direction to the band: ‘I’ll be right behind Ronnie.’ And that’s where he was now, slotting easily into place alongside the rubbery-faced Ron Wood.

It didn’t take long for Angus to go side-by-side with Keith, tearing off one lick after another while they played a rough-as-guts blues number, ‘Rock Me Baby’. Then, with Jagger’s encouragement, it was Angus’s moment, and he wailed away at the front of the stage, followed by Richards, who also took a solo.

Malcolm was also invited by Jagger to take his turn at stage front, but that wasn’t his style; he preferred to get down with the others mid-stage, crouching low until, finally, Angus broke out some Chuck Berry moves and strutted all the way to the end of a ramshackle, blissful jam. The crowd erupted.

‘Their tightness always impressed me,’ Keith Richards said after the show. ‘Bless their hearts, what a great little bundle of energy they are.’

‘There’s no pretence to it,’ added drummer Charlie Watts. ‘And they’re funny, aren’t they?’

Angus did have a laugh afterwards; he’d stolen a little of Jagger’s limelight when they stepped out at the Enmore. Stage front was Jagger’s domain, but that’s exactly where Angus had drifted. It was unintentional, Angus swore. ‘I know I was in Mick’s spot,’ he smirked, ‘but that was by accident.’

The jam was so good, in fact, that AC/DC was invited along for eight more shows with the Stones, some of them during the 2003 European festival season, along with smaller club dates. ‘Rock Me Baby’ became a staple of their shared bills, the cue for Angus and Malcolm to step up and cross swords with Richards and Wood, to the thrill of the crowds. It wasn’t a bad way for the Youngs to spend their summer.

It seemed to be the season of goodwill for Angus and Malcolm. They upsized their recording contract, shifting to Epic/Sony Music in a deal worth somewhere in the neighbourhood of US$50 million. The transition was made smoother by the involvement of Steve Barnett, their onetime manager who was now an exec with the multinational.
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Just a few weeks after their Enmore jam, Angus, Malcolm and the band found themselves in a far more salubrious joint, New York’s plush Waldorf Astoria Hotel. Finally, AC/DC were getting their dues and being inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, along with The Clash, Elvis Costello and the Attractions, The Police and The Righteous Brothers.

Another slim-hipped rocker of a certain age, Aerosmith’s Steve Tyler, stepped up to the mic on the night. He was to induct AC/DC. ‘Thank God for the power chord,’ said the lean, wiry Tyler, his shades firmly in place, the creases in his face deep. ‘That thunder down under that hits you in the lower 40 and gives you the second most satisfying surge that can run through your body. There is no greater purveyor of that power chord than AC/DC.’

Here Tyler stopped and pulled a note out of his pocket, written (he swore) by Angus, which he read to the crowd. ‘Look, we love to rage on, and over the years we put in a lot of hard yakka with our, “No worries, mate, fuck you” attitude and hair like a bush-pig’s ass. It’s no wonder we had to give a gobful to a few whingers.’

On Tyler went, documenting their journey from the bacterial beer barns to the stadiums of the planet, pausing to consider Bon Scott’s death, the massive return of Back in Black and Angus’s uniform. ‘Which begs the question,’ he noted, ‘how did such big balls get in such short pants?’

The band then stepped up to the podium, Angus looking more than a little awkward in a suit and tie. Malcolm went with his workingman’s blue singlet. Also on stage with them were two of Bon Scott’s nephews, Paul and Daniel. Brian Johnson cut to the chase, quoting from Bon’s ‘Let There Be Rock’, and also thanking Alberts, ‘for sticking with the boys, Atlantic Records, Elektra and our new record company, Epic. But mainly this award is for the fans who’ve stuck with us through thick and thin.’

Having proved that speeches and award ceremonies were not their bag, and after a quick costume change from Angus – tonight he wore the devil’s horns, though they didn’t last long – the band did what they did best, rocking a hole in ‘Highway to Hell’. Angus pulled out all the tricks: the duck walk, the frantic fretwork, a bit of a shimmy, even sticking his guitar between Johnson’s legs, doing everything he could to persuade the typically stodgy industry crowd to get out of their seats.

Steven Tyler then joined them for ‘You Shook Me All Night Long’, which kicked and rocked even harder, if that were possible. By this time the penguin-suited crowd were all on their feet, giving their asses a decent shake. Angus ended proceedings with a backflip and a final dying bug, inspiring Tyler to yell to the crowd: ‘There it is, right there!’ He was talking about the heart of rock and roll.

Angus’s schoolboy outfit, meanwhile, went straight to the Hall of Fame exhibit. The uniform, like Angus, had come a long way.
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‘CAN YOU IMAGINE – YOU KNOW WHERE YOU ARE, BUT YOUR MIND’S PLAYING TRICKS?’

IT WAS IN 2008, during the making of Black Ice, that Angus sensed something was up with Malcolm. While recording that album, as Angus revealed in an interview with US shock-jock Howard Stern, Malcolm just didn’t seem like his usual self. Playing the guitar, the one thing that was as natural to him as breathing, was suddenly not so easy. Even the basics were eluding him. Malcolm was having trouble concentrating; he’d be very forgetful at times. Angus referred to ‘strange things’ – ‘memory things’ – that were affecting his brother. ‘That’s when it hit me that something wasn’t right.’

Malcolm’s health worsened as the making of Black Ice progressed in March and April. Soon afterwards, he saw a specialist in America and was diagnosed with shrinkage of the brain, for which he was prescribed medication and given what Angus insisted was ‘good care’.

Before the Black Ice tour began in October, Angus spoke with his brother. It would be their first long haul since 2000–2001, and he was worried. ‘Are you going to be fit for this?’ Angus asked. ‘Because it’s going to be a hefty tour.’

‘We’ll do it, we’ll do it,’ Malcolm insisted.

‘He was his own driver,’ Angus said. ‘He had that thing where you just had to keep going.’

Momentum had always been the thing that drove the Youngs, and the band. Malcolm simply wasn’t ready to let it stop – at least not yet. But he seemed aware of the changes he was going through. Prior to every show on the lengthy Black Ice tour, Malcolm would rehearse songs he knew inside out, songs he’d played over and over for more than three decades, something he’d never needed to do before. This made it even more obvious to Angus that something was terribly wrong with his brother.

It’s worth considering the significance of what Malcolm undertook. He somehow managed to make a new record and throw himself into another epic tour – 168 gigs over twenty months, drawing a total audience of something like 5 million people – while experiencing the onset of dementia. That said huge amounts about his obsessive dedication to the band, and his and Angus’s refusal to walk away from a task until it was completed.

But there were dark moments on the Black Ice tour, times when Angus was genuinely concerned. Angus described it as feeling as though ‘it was not Malcolm with me’. And no one, perhaps apart from his wife, Linda, knew Malcolm as well as his younger brother. The Youngs had lived in each other’s pockets for more than 40 years.

As the tour progressed, Angus asked Malcolm how he was feeling.

‘I have good days and bad days,’ Malcolm said simply. Then he got back to work.

There’d still be shows when Angus looked over and saw ‘the old Malcolm’ in action, fearlessly riffing his way through a set, and he would be hugely relieved. Yet on other nights he’d look across and see someone else altogether. ‘He’d have a really great day,’ said Angus, ‘and he’d be Malcolm again. And other times, his mind was going. But he still held it together.’

Brian Johnson was also close to the action, and he was amazed at how composed Malcolm stayed during the Black Ice odyssey. ‘Can you imagine,’ he asked out loud, ‘knowing you’re not sure … you know where you are, but your mind’s playing tricks? [But] he was brilliant. He did brilliant.’ Johnson responded to Malcolm’s diagnosis in a typically pragmatic fashion: he put in a call to the Sporting Memories Network, a charity that works with dementia sufferers, and offered his support.

At the same time, Angus and Brian were very aware of not overplaying Malcolm’s situation. He didn’t want their pity. ‘You had to treat it like a normal day,’ Johnson said of the time on tour. ‘So we did.’

It was textbook AC/DC: no fucking about, no moping, no crying on someone’s shoulder, no seeking tea and sympathy. They just got on and did the job.

But when the cannon fire died down after a frenzied ‘For Those About to Rock’ at a massive outdoor show in Bilbao, Spain, on 28 June 2010, it marked more than the end of the show and their latest, greatest tour. He may have looked in good shape on the night, still in charge, but it was the last time Malcolm Young ever played with his brother and the band that had made his name.
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Even so, AC/DC business was booming. The deal that AC/DC had signed with Epic/Sony led to a relaxing of the hitherto iron-cast ethics of the Youngs. The matter of licensing songs was commonplace – and richly rewarding – for most bands of a certain stature, but it had always been a contentious issue for the Youngs, and they had rarely agreed to it. As one Alberts insider said, ‘They had a ban on songs being used in compilation albums,’ and whenever overtures were made by producers seeking to use AC/DC songs on soundtracks, ‘it took forever’ to get any kind of response. (Unless you were avid fan Stephen King, that is, or perhaps Matt Groening – Homer Simpson and Ned Flanders put their own spin on ‘Dirty Deeds’ during an episode of The Simpsons.)

Selling their songs to the highest Hollywood bidder simply wasn’t something the Youngs felt comfortable doing. However, things changed when they agreed to supply the soundtrack for the film Iron Man 2.

Perhaps this time the money being offered was impossible to refuse, maybe it was part of their new record deal, or it could have been that they’d simply lightened up. By this time, they had also loaned the AC/DC brand to various forms of booze – there was an AC/DC Bourbon and Cola on the market, as well as Thunderstruck Tequila and a Back in Black Shiraz. All this was a curious decision for the staunch teetotaller Angus, but clearly the band was diversifying. There was even an AC/DC fragrance, for both homme and femme.

‘I’ll take money from anyone,’ Angus admitted in 2008. ‘As long as they’re paying. I’m that sort of person.’

Another factor behind the Youngs’ loosening of the reins might have been related to Bon Scott’s estate. Angus had continued to stay in touch with Bon’s family, 30-something years after his death, and had openly admitted that he felt a certain responsibility for them, given that Bon hadn’t made much money from the band while alive. Angus wanted to give a little back, hence the various reissues and compilations since Scott’s death – including one called, pointedly, Bonfire.

The Iron Man 2 soundtrack, released on 19 April 2010, differed from 1986’s Maximum Overdrive in that it contained no new music. It was strictly a collection of better-known tracks (‘Shoot to Thrill’, ‘Highway to Hell’, ‘Back in Black’) and a few obscurities from the Bon Scott era and beyond. There were fifteen songs in all, culled from ten different LPs.

Just like the AC/DC van that made a cameo in the Maximum Overdrive film, there was also a bit of trainspotting at work in Iron Man 2. The name of the character played by Don Cheadle, War Machine, was also the title of one of the band’s songs. But their involvement stopped at the music; they didn’t get out and spruik the movie, although a shirtless, life-size cut-out of Angus, dressed in black school pants and with his hair soaked in sweat, was used prominently to plug the film. And a new video was pieced together for Back in Black’s ‘Shoot to Thrill’, mixing up film action with live footage of the band rocking Buenos Aires, plus a healthy assortment of derrière-shaking, high-kicking lovelies. It wasn’t quite selling out, but neither was it a typical AC/DC move. The soundtrack shifted over a million copies and the film brought in a mammoth US$620 million at the box office.

The Youngs were late adaptors to the various streaming services that emerged in the 2000s, only signing on to Spotify in 2015, a full three years after they finally granted Apple permission to sell their music on iTunes. Again, this was probably a condition of their new deal with Epic. Angus and Malcolm were very sceptical about music being distributed digitally; by no means were they internet advocates. They were old-school – they’d probably both have been quite happy if albums were only ever released on vinyl. But no one complained as the streams added up; at the time of writing, ‘Back in Black’ was their most streamed song, clocking up almost 130 million plays, closely followed by ‘Thunderstruck’ (120 million) and ‘Highway to Hell’ (115 million), while ‘T.N.T.’ has racked up more than 50 million streams. A song streamed 100 million times should earn close to US$1 million in royalties – useful change, at the very least.
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Although he was still undergoing treatment, Malcolm’s health had deteriorated by the time the band gathered to start recording Rock or Bust in May 2014. In the period since that final Black Ice date in Bilbao, Malcolm had endured a major lung operation – which Angus described as ‘pretty critical’ – and had a pacemaker installed. ‘It was like everything hit him at once,’ Angus told the UK’s Q magazine.

When Brian Johnson visited Malcolm after his surgery, Malcolm grabbed the singer’s hand, banged it on his chest and said: ‘Pacemaker. Fucking good, mate!’ He certainly hadn’t misplaced his sense of humour.

Angus deliberately delayed plans for any new work, awaiting an update on Malcolm’s health. Bassist Cliff Williams wondered if they’d ever work together again. ‘It was on my mind,’ he admitted, ‘the possibility that we wouldn’t do it anymore.’

Williams, while relieved to get a call from Angus in 2014 advising him of future plans for the band, was also startled to learn of Malcolm’s state. By now the guitarist couldn’t remember any songs, old or new. He was lost. Part of his ongoing treatment had been, in Angus’s words, ‘relearning a lot of things’, but even that appeared to have deserted Malcolm by 2014.

Malcolm had always been the organised one, happy to leave Angus to play the show pony up on the ‘dusty part’ of the stage, the well-lit area he liked to avoid. But now he was confused, uncertain about familiar places and things. Given that he was a man who thrived on his confidence, the loss of it was devastating.

In the period between the end of the tour and the start of the sessions, Malcolm had continued working and writing, hence his co-writing credits on the Rock or Bust album. But he didn’t play on the finished album, which was recorded between May and July 2014 in Vancouver and released in late November. Angus assembled the final songs from material he and Malcolm had been working on for a number of years, bringing in nephew Stevie to play rhythm guitar.

‘It was pretty hard,’ Angus told Guitar World magazine when asked about the recording. ‘I was doing a lot on my own.’ Malcolm had always had the final say on Angus’s solos, judging whether they flew or not, but now that call was Angus’s alone. ‘Mal was always my best critic,’ he said. Recording this new album was a lonely experience.

‘It was a strange feeling,’ Brian Johnson told the ABC’s 7.30 Report, when asked about Malcolm’s absence in the studio, ‘to have the guy you’ve worked with for 35 years not there anymore. For Angus, it was a little bit more; it was his brother, not just his workmate.’

When 61-year-old Malcolm was officially diagnosed with dementia in 2014 – not a common prognosis for someone under 65 – he sat down with Angus to talk about the band’s future. Angus didn’t mess about and asked straight out: ‘Do you want to keep this thing going?’

‘Yeah,’ his brother replied. ‘You lot carry on.’

Malcolm was the type of man who liked to see something he started brought to completion, and he believed that the beast called AC/DC still had some life left in it. The band was ‘his thing’, according to Angus.

Brian Johnson, during a 2014 interview with Howard Stern, revealed he too had spoken with Malcolm about the band’s future. ‘Malcolm’s a straight shooter; he just tells it the way it is. He knew what was happening. He just said, “Keep on making music.” Not in a sentimental way.’

Stern asked the obvious question: could Malcolm still play guitar?

‘He’s unable to play, pretty much,’ Angus replied. It must have hurt him deeply to have made this known. His brother was now unable to do the very thing that had built the band’s empire.
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Malcolm’s simple words – ‘keep on making music’ – weren’t quite so simple to act on. Malcolm’s ‘thing’ was now a multi-million-dollar juggernaut. Circa 2014, AC/DC was an institution that rivalled even the always-bankable Rolling Stones. The box office numbers for the Black Ice tour alone revealed eye-watering earnings of US$441.1 million; it was the fourth-highest-grossing tour of all time, just behind Roger Waters (The Wall Live), The Rolling Stones (A Bigger Bang) and U2’s 360° tour. Almost 5 million people viewed the 168 dates of the Black Ice tour – the average nightly attendance was close to 30,000. In 2008 Malcolm, Angus and Brian dropped into their record company’s office to collect a plaque ‘for a lot of sales’, according to a press release. A ‘lot of sales’ was an understatement: the plaque acknowledged six times platinum sales for 1992’s Live at Donington, ten times platinum for the Family Jewels collection, released in 2005, and five times platinum for the 2007 DVD box set Plug Me In. Dissolving AC/DC might perhaps have been easy – or at least easier – ten or fifteen years earlier, when they weren’t such a hot ticket. But now they’d become rock’s answer to an ATM.

Yet AC/DC was Malcolm’s life, and had been all the way back to 1973. As Angus told Guitar World, Malcolm ‘formed the band. It was his brainwaves that put it all together. So it was a big thing to try and keep going.’ There was no denying that together they’d built an empire, and achieved more than they’d ever thought imaginable.

While Malcolm was clearly unable to go on, Angus readily admitted that he thrived on life in the group, the cocoon-like existence of being in the studio and on the road. Every day was mapped out in advance; he just needed to plug in and play. As he once explained, life in AC/DC was a cycle: ‘You make an album and then you’re on the road, flat out.’

There was probably also a touch of something that fellow rocker Tom Petty said when asked about life on the road: ‘The touring is so seductive. Rock and roll musicians get something movie actors don’t, that instant feedback from the audience.’ That adulation wasn’t easy for anyone to give up, even someone as seemingly unfazed by stardom as Angus.

Angus had never played in another band, so the idea of freelancing wasn’t something he ever considered. Johnson, who was now based in Florida, had his multi-million-dollar car collection, a pastime that held little interest for Angus. Cliff Williams had a family life outside the band, while Phil Rudd, who lived the high life in New Zealand, had any number of distractions (some good, some not so great). Sure, Angus painted and swam and played some tennis, and also did some charity work, but even then it was music-related, such as auctioning off a guitar lesson in 2015 for the Nordoff-Robbins Music Therapy group, a charity that Alberts’ Fifa Riccobono helped establish. (The lesson sold for $28,000.) Angus and Ellen didn’t have kids, so it wasn’t as though he had major demands away from the band. And Ellen was a constant presence on the road; she too lived and breathed AC/DC.

Shock-jock Howard Stern seemed genuinely bewildered by Angus when he spoke with him. How the hell do you fill your downtime, Angus, he asked. What do you do for fun?

‘I play guitar every day. I still love it.’

And what about money: how rich was he?

‘As Daffy Duck would say,’ Angus replied, ‘I’m comfortably well off.’

Talk turned to his wife, Ellen. Wasn’t she a model, Stern asked.

‘No. She done a fashion school,’ Angus corrected him.

And the sex: how’s that going?

Angus, while laughing hard, had no intention of answering that question. ‘Now, Howard, you know when you get given those forms that ask “sex”; what do you put in: redundant? High potency?’

Stern persisted and still Angus gave him nothing. Stern changed track: was he happy?

‘Am I happy? Of course I’m happy. At the time I got married all I had were the boots on my feet. I wasn’t much of a catch.’

And who has the biggest penis in the band?

‘I’m all dick,’ Angus shot back.

If Angus did have one hobby away from his guitar, it was maintaining his privacy, although he could have chosen a less ostentatious place in which to hide away. He and Ellen pumped millions into their principal home, a substantial three-storey pile in Aalten. Their stately mansion towered over the houses of their far more humble neighbours. Angus had his playroom, a recording studio, set up in the basement.

When a local reporter approached Ellen, asking about the property and the mixed reaction of their neighbours to its vast sprawl, she shut them down quickly: ‘My husband is very private, and this is nothing to do with you.’ End of story.

Three borderline nutty Dutch fans decided to track Angus down in 2008 and document their journey on YouTube (look it up: ‘Search for Angus Young’). When they finally tracked down their quarry, it didn’t quite match their expectations. A slightly built older man with receding hair answered the door. He was wearing a blue pullover and jeans, and had an uneasy look on his face. There were no rock-star pretensions, no entourage, no devil’s horns or busty groupies, just a regular bloke leading a regular life. This was Angus Young?

For several minutes Angus politely fielded questions about upcoming recording and touring, although he didn’t give much away. When asked what he liked about Holland, Angus answered, ‘It’s quiet here.’ He had family nearby, his in-laws. He didn’t need a lot more. Some of the locals didn’t even know who he was. ‘For me,’ Angus said, digging his hands deeply into his jean pockets, ‘that’s good. I don’t wear a big sign on my back saying “Celebrity”.’

Then he smiled, posed for a photo and slipped back inside, shutting the door quietly but firmly. It made for a strange video essay; at the same time it was a revealing snapshot of Angus’s low-key life away from the stage. Aalten provided him with the ideal escape from the spotlight, even if his house was so big it nearly blocked out the sun. But while a hideaway was a great thing to have, he still needed to play. That’s what Angus did. That’s what defined him.
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Of course, Angus wasn’t working in total isolation. Alvin Handwerker was the band’s New York–based manager; he’d formerly been their financial adviser while working for the firm Prager & Fenton. There was also Stuart Prager (the matching names are coincidental), a lawyer with the New York law firm GISPC who also worked closely with the band. He had ‘people’. But the final say on matters creative now came down to Angus, not Malcolm.

In April 2014, the band’s management made a statement about Malcolm’s situation and his future. ‘After 40 years of life dedicated to AC/DC,’ it read, ‘guitarist and founding member Malcolm Young is taking a break due to ill health. Malcolm would like to thank the band’s legion of fans worldwide for their never-ending love and support.’

A ‘break’ wasn’t the whole story. The diminutive 61-year-old was now a resident of Lulworth House in Sydney’s Elizabeth Bay, a 154-bed purpose-built aged-care facility. Recent patients at the heritage-listed nursing home, which was built in 1870 and was the former home of the Nobel Prize–winning author Patrick White, included the politicians Neville Wran and Gough Whitlam. The cost of top-end care ran to around $122,000 per year; Malcolm was getting the best care his money could buy. (His estimated 2014–15 worth was in the vicinity of $100 million; he’d recently snapped up a nice slice of Palm Beach waterfront real estate, a five-bedder in Sydney’s northern beaches, for a cool $10 million.)

Malcolm’s family ensured that he had his favourite music nearby – collections of Chuck Berry and Buddy Holly, classic rock and roll. But he wasn’t exposed to Rock or Bust, the album he’d helped write, which hit the US and UK charts at number three, reached number one in thirteen countries and shifted a solid 3 million copies worldwide in 2014. Angus hadn’t played it to him, nor did he see the need to.

When news of Malcolm’s true condition eventually broke, via the Sydney media in late 2014, his wife, Linda, was distraught, and called Angus. She was particularly upset when it was revealed where Malcolm was receiving care. The Youngs were concerned for the welfare of the other residents of Lulworth House, and their families. And Malcolm valued his privacy just as much as Angus.

‘She was in a bit of a panic,’ Angus recalled. ‘I can understand [the newspaper] putting that he was in a place where he was getting help. But you don’t have to put the address.’

The revelation of those details had Brian Johnson, too, in a lather. ‘That was bottom feeding, that was,’ he snapped. Malcolm and the others at Lulworth deserved their privacy.

Malcolm sometimes spent time with Linda and his kids, Cara and Ross, away from the facility, but, as photos of him that surfaced revealed, he no longer resembled the working-class hero in blue singlet and denims, the tough rooster who had been such an integral part of AC/DC. Malcolm was very frail. A sadly bewildered look in his eyes showed clear and unfortunate signs of his dementia. An aid walked with him, holding Malcolm’s arm securely at the wrist, guiding him along. It was a heartbreaking portrait of the guy who’d been such a powerhouse, whose earthquaking riffs were as much a part of the AC/DC wall of sound as Angus’s frenetic solos.

‘Every now and then he’s still the Malcolm I know,’ said Angus. But those days were becoming less frequent.

The impact of Malcolm’s illness cut Angus very deep. Malcolm had many roles within AC/DC: rhythm guitarist, co-songwriter and co-producer with Angus, riff-maker – he was the band’s rock (perhaps Angus was the roll). But behind the scenes Malcolm was the key decision-maker; no tour, album or business move was made without his input and sign-off. This dated all the way back to their early days with manager Michael Browning – Malcolm was always involved.

‘It’s shocking, it’s terrible,’ said Browning when he heard about Malcolm’s diagnosis. ‘Sadly for AC/DC, they’re losing their creator, their mentor. It’s difficult to imagine them without him, quite honestly.’

Tributes flowed as readily as riffs once did from Malcolm’s wide-bodied guitar. Anthrax’s Scott Ian called Young ‘the greatest rhythm guitar player’; Brian Johnson said that the entire Rock or Bust tour was being staged in Malcolm’s honour. Brazil’s biggest radio station, 89FM, produced a video for Malcolm. There was a whole lot of respect out there for the man.

If you look closely at the Rock or Bust album artwork, you can spot two touchingly personal tributes to the man. On the last page of the album booklet, a simple note states: ‘And most important of all, thanks to Mal, who made it all possible.’ There is also a photo of Malcolm’s and Angus’s guitars, side by side, propped up against a Marshall amp that has clearly seen its share of work. The caption, which looks as though it has been carved from stone, reads: ‘In Rock We Trust.’ If there was ever an epitaph made for Malcolm Young, this was it.
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When Bon Scott died in 1980, Angus was forced to assume more of the onstage role, as he morphed from a key member of a double act to the main attraction. That wasn’t easy, but it was a relatively natural thing for Angus to do; he was, after all, a showman. But now he was forced to become the brains of the outfit, the decision-maker. And with all due respect to the man, that was one role for which he was not born. Not that he wasn’t savvy – far from it. But he would have been the first to admit that he’d much rather play his guitar than think about the business of AC/DC. Now, his decisions would affect a lot of people: his bandmates, roadies, management, their fans. Each AC/DC tour required a 100-plus-member crew, loads of trucks, mountains of gear and their own private plane; it was a small army.

It was a heavy load to bear, which might explain the tired look on Angus’s face on the rare occasions he was sighted in public; the ever-present ciggies probably didn’t help either. And that was one bad habit Angus had no intention of shelving. ‘If you put me in the trenches,’ Angus explained to Howard Stern, ‘and told me that that guy over there had a full pack … you would see the best commando unit you’ve ever seen in your life.’ But Angus was starting to show his age. When paparazzi spotted him, in a white cowboy hat, at the tennis with his wife, the ensuing Daily Mail headline screamed: ‘Ageing AC/DC legend, Angus Young, 60, looks frail as he watches the French Open.’ Angus, did, however, display some solid reflexes, catching a rogue tennis ball that flew his way, then standing and giving the Roland-Garros crowd a thumbs-up.

Angus was a reluctant interview subject at the best of times, but in a conversation with VH-1’s Benjamin Smith he seemed willing to reflect on Malcolm’s situation and their lengthy history. Angus talked about a mysterious ‘psychic thing’ he felt when sharing the stage or studio with Malcolm. This, Angus made clear, would be what he missed most about playing with his brother. ‘I don’t know how to explain it,’ Angus said. ‘We just seemed to know what each one of us was going to play next. It was bizarre sometimes … I guess maybe it’s just a brothers’ thing.’ Angus was convinced this dated back to the time when the band first started out. ‘The two of us would just be in sync with each other.’

Angus spoke with David Fricke at Rolling Stone about their division of recording duties in the time before Malcolm’s illness. ‘I would fiddle about with guitar sounds,’ Angus said, ‘and fiddle my way right out of the ballfield. Malcolm would dial me in, a big, fat sound, and I’d go, “Oh, wow!”’

The conversation turned to Malcolm’s condition, and what Angus revealed was heartbreaking. ‘It’s hard to communicate [with him],’ Angus admitted. ‘I do pass on messages. I can’t be a hundred per cent sure if it goes in there, but I let him know there are a lot of people missing him.’ Angus said there still were days when he was the ‘old Malcolm’, but they were now rare.

The implication was pretty clear: Malcolm wasn’t coming back. If anything, it seemed that he was disappearing deeper into dementia. Yet, as Angus added, there were moments on stage when he sensed the spirit of Malcolm nearby; perhaps nephew Stevie was channelling him – at the very least, he’d made a particularly good study. With his own shop-soiled looks, Stevie could pass as a marginally taller and slightly more youthful version of his uncle. In fact there were only seven years between them.

‘Sometimes I do a double-take,’ Angus said. ‘I hear the sound behind me and think, “That sounds so Mal.” When Stevie was young, he really focused on what Mal did. It’s not an easy thing. You gotta be solid, confident. It looks simple. It’s definitely not.’

Angus felt committed to keep the band going, at least for the duration of the Rock or Bust tour. He cited Malcolm as a role model; whenever things got tough in the past, it was Malcolm who, in Angus’s words, said, ‘We’ll just go in and do some work. We’ll write some songs.’ It was Malcolm who called Angus soon after Bon died, suggesting they get back to work and reminding Angus that they weren’t the moping type, that Bon would have wanted the show to go on. The work was their motivation and their salvation. Without it they’d be screwed.

‘He had that drive,’ Angus explained, ‘and I feel obligated to keep it going.’
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‘IT’S ALWAYS GOOD TO SAY AT THE END OF IT, “I’VE DONE ALL I SAID I WOULD DO”’

AS IF MALCOLM’S illness wasn’t enough for Angus to bear, there was also the matter of the increasing craziness surrounding drummer Phil Rudd. Even Angus – who’d known Rudd for 40 years – seemed surprised when news started to break about the drummer’s misadventures in New Zealand. Angus knew Rudd could get crazy – he’d been exiled from the band in 1983 and didn’t return for ten years – but this was a lot more serious than some boozy hijinks. Maybe Rudd’s first solo LP, released in August 2014, should have come as a warning of his state of mind. Its title? Head Job.

AC/DC, bar Rudd, had assembled in Vancouver in May that year to begin working on a new record. A day passed, then a week, and still no sign of Rudd.

‘One minute he was coming, then he wasn’t, then he was,’ said a clearly flustered Angus. ‘We’re not a band that likes to wait around.’

After ten days, producer Brendan O’Brien issued an ultimatum. ‘If he’s not here by Friday, there will be another drummer.’

With that threat hanging over him, Rudd finally arrived and got to work.

Angus, who hadn’t seen much of Rudd since the end of the Black Ice tour – a break during which Rudd had opened his own marina restaurant, Phil’s Place, in Tauranga, on New Zealand’s North Island – couldn’t help but notice the change in his drummer’s appearance. ‘I’ve seen him in better shape,’ he said. ‘It was not the Phil we’d known … he’d let himself go.’

Angus wasn’t kidding. Rudd, who’d just turned 60, looked at least ten years older. He was dishevelled, his face was drawn, his eyes hollow; he also seemed to be missing a few teeth. Rudd had once possessed rugged, streetwise good looks – now he looked like the living dead.

His work on the album done, Rudd returned to New Zealand, but in October he missed some promo work with the band in London, including a video and photo shoot. In early November, news arrived from New Zealand: after an early-morning police raid on Rudd’s waterfront home in Tauranga, he had been arrested for ‘attempting to procure the murder of two men’. He was also charged with possession of pot and methamphetamine (which would explain his disturbing new look). The first charge was dropped the next day, after it was reviewed by the Crown, although the drug charges and a ‘threatening to kill’ charge remained. By now, the damage was done.

The band released a press statement: ‘We’ve only become aware of Phil’s arrest as the news was breaking. We have no further comment.’ Then came this slap in the face: ‘Phil’s absence will not affect the release of our new album Rock or Bust and our upcoming tour next year.’

In short, Rudd was out – again. ‘Phil’s got himself in a pickle,’ Angus said, and he made it clear that he and the band had had no contact with Rudd since the charges were laid. He was leaving the drummer and his legal team to sort out the mess. First Malcolm; now Rudd. It was a heavy load for Angus.

Rudd was eventually sentenced to eight months’ home detention and ordered to pay NZ$120,000 in reparations. Chris Slade, who’d drummed with the band from 1989 to 1994, was hired to replace him for the Rock or Bust tour, which was scheduled to begin in February 2015. Over time, Rudd got into therapy and announced plans for a solo European tour in 2017, but suffered a heart attack in early 2016. He heard nothing from his former bandmates, even after making it known he wouldn’t knock back the chance to play with them again.
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Angus and the new version of the band – with Slade on the drummer’s stool, and Stevie Young standing in for Malcolm – would have troubles of their own as the Rock or Bust tour picked up pace, although you wouldn’t have known it from their blistering beginning at the Coachella Festival in April 2015. Angus, a vision in red velvet, was in blazing form throughout their two-hour-long, hit-heavy set; by its end he’d shed so much skin as he slid and stumbled and stomped all over the stage that his knees were dripping blood.

Coachella that year grossed a staggering US$85 million, its best ever return. It was rumoured that AC/DC pocketed a handy US$2 million for their double-header, split over two weekends, 10 and 17 April. Among the crowds looking on were Clint Eastwood, Bradley Cooper and the two surviving Beatles.

‘Young can still shred, Johnson can still sing and AC/DC can still put on a spectacular rock show,’ surmised the Desert Sun newspaper, ‘even one that excites young music fans.’

It was the perfect beginning to the tour, which was slated to run for more than a year, virtually without a break. Yet by the time Angus returned to the Coachella stage a year later, his and the band’s situation had altered dramatically.

There had been the usual run-in with the authorities, this time during a sold-out show for 30,000 fans at Chicago’s famous Wrigley Field in mid-September. Helicopters hovered overhead as the band roared on stage, filming the event for a proposed DVD. The punters went away duly rocked, but the Chicago Cubs’ manager, Joe Maddon, was less than impressed. When there was an on-field mishap during his team’s next game, he blamed the band, the show, the event, the fans – everyone. ‘Since the AC/DC concert, we’ve had a bit of trouble,’ he stated, pointing out the numerous divots in the playing surface. ‘They totally messed up the infield.’

A dozen or so local residents also complained about the sheer volume of the gig, which utilised the sort of pyros, lights, smoke, noise and mayhem that you’d experience during a military invasion. AC/DC was now the biggest, noisiest, flashiest show on Earth, with Angus racing up and down the specially designed catwalk with all the mad energy he’d displayed since starting out in the mid-1970s.

Onwards the Rock or Bust bandwagon rolled, visiting Australia and New Zealand during November and December 2015. However, the tour’s name was beginning to prove prophetic. Dating back to the first shows of the tour, Brian Johnson had been experiencing problems with his hearing in one ear, the result of a car accident. His ‘good’ ear was now letting him down too. Johnson saw a specialist in Australia, and before every show had to be monitored and treated. But now, Angus admitted, ‘it was becoming too hard for him’.

On 7 March 2016 the band let the world know that their ten remaining US dates would be rescheduled, and that Johnson had ‘been advised by doctors to stop touring immediately or risk total hearing loss’. Johnson expanded on this in a personal message to fans, revealing the problems he was having: ‘I was having trouble hearing the guitars onstage. I feared the quality of my performance could be compromised.’ This flew in the face of his rock-and-roll ethics, he explained; he didn’t want to let down his bandmates or the fans.

Johnson’s next words eerily recalled those of Malcolm Young, when he and Angus spoke prior to this increasingly trouble plagued tour. ‘I am not a quitter,’ Johnson said, ‘and I like to finish what I start, but nevertheless the doctors made it clear to me … that I had no choice but to stop performing …’ Johnson said it was ‘the darkest day of my professional life’.

It had been quite a ride for Johnson, who’d fronted the band throughout its most successful years. While he stressed that this was not necessarily the end of the road for him as a singer, it was becoming harder to imagine AC/DC continuing beyond Rock or Bust – if they managed to finish the tour in the first place. ‘The one thing for certain,’ Johnson added, ‘is that I will always be with AC/DC at every show in spirit, if not in person.’

Angus wasn’t the kind of man to leave a job half-done, and decided that the show must go on without Johnson. His decision caused some disquiet, especially in the chatty AC/DC online community: some thought that Johnson had been given a raw deal, that he’d been kicked to the curb without due respect and acknowledgement, and that perhaps Angus should have held off until it was clear whether or not Johnson could manage the final dates, no matter how long that took. (Some fans even referred to the situation as ‘Briangate’.) But Angus had recently decided to roll on without his own brother, Malcolm, and what’s more, Johnson had been in the band for only 36 years – he was still the new kid. Angus was simply doing what he always did best: keeping going, honouring his commitments, playing his guitar.

Angus felt compelled to explain the circumstances behind Johnson’s departure in a video posted online. ‘You get a lot of rumours out there,’ Angus explained, ‘like Brian was fired. That’s not the case. Brian’s thing was his hearing … it was an ongoing thing … It was out of our hands; it was his call. And if we’d stopped this, there would have been a lot of people unhappy.’

Now Angus’s problem was how to find a new singer, ideally someone with a big name and real stage presence. And he had to act quickly: the band still had ten massive stadium dates to play. ‘You can’t call a rock tour Rock or Bust and then go bust,’ Angus quipped a little uncomfortably. What happened next was the most unlikely event in a tour that had already strayed far from the script.
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Over a rock-and-roll life stretching back 30-odd years, 54-year-old Axl Rose had been many things to many people – bandleader, tyrant, fashion victim in bike shorts, loudmouth, hero. But throughout it all there had been one constant: he was a massive AC/DC acolyte, a fan in the purest sense. He wasn’t some bandwagon-jumper who’d signed on when Back in Black went huge; he’d been following the band since the 1970s. Rose knew AC/DC’s back catalogue inside out – perhaps even better than Angus did.

When the news broke of Johnson’s retirement, and the uncertainty regarding the Rock or Bust dates, Rose reached out to someone he knew on AC/DC’s production crew. He had a plan – he’d join the band.

‘I know these guys,’ Rose said. ‘They have a work ethic. They want to finish these dates.’ Rose made it very clear he wasn’t capitalising on Johnson’s misfortune; there was nothing to celebrate. Nor did he need the money. He simply wanted to help Angus and the band finish the job at hand, and get them through the tour.

On hearing of Rose’s interest, Angus quickly invited him to a rehearsal space the band was using in Atlanta, where they’d already auditioned a number of other possible new singers. Among them was a belter from an AC/DC cover band, a move that had worked surprisingly well for US stadium rockers Journey, who’d discovered a new singer via YouTube and quickly got back to work.

During the rehearsal it became apparent that Rose had, as Angus said, ‘done his homework’.

‘What songs would you like to try?’ Angus asked Rose at the run-through.

‘What about “Touch Too Much”’ – a track from Highway to Hell – ‘can we do that one?’

Angus was surprised.

‘No,’ he replied, shaking his head. ‘We’ve never learned it.’

Still, this was a good sign: straightaway Angus realised that Rose wasn’t some dabbler – he really knew AC/DC. During the Atlanta audition, Angus learned a couple of other things about Rose: the high notes were within his range, and he knew the whereabouts of his funny bone.

‘He’s pretty quick with a quip,’ Angus told Rolling Stone, when the band announced that Rose had signed on to finish the tour. The singer reminded him a bit of Bon Scott: ‘the rock and roll character … And he’s got his own folksy humour.’

Rose revealed that he wasn’t the only one in Guns N’ Roses with an AC/DC fetish. ‘Slash’s girlfriend made him listen to AC/DC pretty much 24/7 – he didn’t really get to hang out with her unless he did.’ (Slash’s Snakepit had opened for AC/DC during 2000 for the lengthy Stiff Upper Lip North American tour.)

But there was one catch, and it was fairly significant: Rose had only recently reformed much of the original Guns N’ Roses line-up, playing with Duff McKagan and guitarist Slash. The latter hadn’t shared a sentence, let alone a stage, with Rose since they went their separate ways in 1996. The reunion tour was therefore a very big deal. One of the biggest in rock history, it was broken down into seven legs, covering much of the inhabited world between April 2016 and September 2017. The ‘Not in This Lifetime …’ tour was on an AC/DC scale; the stage designer, a company named TAIT Towers, had designed sets for U2, The Rolling Stones, Madonna and Taylor Swift. The payday was handsome, too: reportedly somewhere in the neighbourhood of $3 million per night – the sort of money for which most people would let bygones be bygones.

But Rose was insistent: he’d make it work. He wanted the AC/DC gig.

Then came another hiccup: during the very first date of the Guns N’ Roses tour, a warm-up at legendary LA club the Troubadour, Rose fell and broke his foot – hardly the most dignified of returns. Modern rock everyman Dave Grohl of The Foo Fighters, however, had a solution: he’d recently suffered the same mishap and had designed a customised rock-and-roll throne-cum-wheelchair, which enabled him to shout while sitting. Grohl let Rose know that the chair was available. A prescription for Propofol also helped. ‘I know why Michael Jackson was into it now,’ Rose laughed when speaking with NME.

Rose was on his throne at Coachella on 16 April – ‘I do feel sorry about sitting here on my ass,’ he admitted – when he announced that a surprise guest was about to join Guns N’ Roses. He then waved on a middle-aged schoolboy packing a Gibson SG. It had been almost a year to the day since Angus and AC/DC had blown the huge festival crowd away. It took a bit of getting used to, the sight of Angus mixing it with the lewd and tattooed Gunners, flashy dudes who preferred black leather and bare flesh to blue jeans and sneakers. But when Slash, the man in the hat, locked into step with Angus, while Axl roared ‘Whole Lotta Rosie’ from his prone position, the idea of Axl Rose fronting AC/DC actually seemed like it might work.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, Mr Angus Young!’ Rose barked at the end of ‘Rosie’. ‘Shall we do another?’

The crowd’s euphoric response made it pretty clear that Angus wasn’t leaving yet. They tore into ‘Riff Raff’, and then, finally, after another heat-seeking solo, and with a tip of his schoolboy’s cap, Young finally departed, stage left. It was a hell of a premiere for the Angus and Axl show. AC/DC would return to the road in a few weeks’ time, when Rose and the Gunners were on a break.

‘Anyone concerned that Rose isn’t up for the towering task of speeding down the Aussie band’s never-ending highway to hell,’ wrote Billboard’s Joe Lynch, ‘need only listen to what happened at Coachella to have their fears assuaged.’ Lynch was on the money. ‘Rose looked like a caged animal,’ the writer noted. ‘And it suited him perfectly.’

Afterwards, Rose tweeted his approval: ‘HUGE THANK YOU to Dave Grohl for the use of his rock Throne! An amazing gesture.’

Before Rose played his first full-length show with Angus and the band, they put in something like twenty full rehearsals. ‘So that way, if I really screw up, they can really blame me for that, because I did have good rehearsals,’ Rose chuckled. But the serious point was that this was no half-baked cameo. One fan was so eager to hear the new version of AC/DC that he staked out the rehearsal studio and bootlegged ‘Thunderstruck’, leaking it to the internet ahead of Rose’s public debut with the band.

Rose first stepped out with Angus and AC/DC on 7 May 2016 in Lisbon, Portugal, and immediately it was clear that their static setlist had been given a Rose-inspired makeover. ‘Riff Raff’, a song AC/DC hadn’t tackled since 1979, and ‘Rock and Roll Damnation’, which had been off the setlist for thirteen years, were now included, as was ‘Live Wire’, their standard opener from back in the 1970s. Ditto ‘If You Want Blood (You’ve Got It)’, ‘Dog Eat Dog’ and ‘Touch Too Much’, the song Rose had requested during his first jam with Angus.

‘This is a song the band hasn’t played for a while and I’ve never played,’ Rose said from the stage in Prague. ‘This should be interesting.’

Axl Rose was shaking things up within the band, and seemingly for the good. Within a few shows he was off his throne, back on his feet and moving well enough, even if he wasn’t quite the lithe, athletic figure of his Appetite for Destruction days.

Guns N’ Roses was a band notorious for missing start times; sometimes they ambled on stage two or three hours late. There’d been a notorious no-show in Philadelphia in 2002 that led to riots outside the venue; Rose was actually back in New York watching a Knicks game. But Rose was a true professional while working with Angus and the band and every show ran on time. It appeared that Angus was bringing out the best in him. Each night, before going on, the frontman would watch videos of past performances, then he and Angus would work through that night’s setlist.

‘He’s been really good,’ said Angus. ‘He prepares himself, ready to go.’

Yet Rose remained his own man. When Angus’s wife, Ellen, suggested that Rose lose his headgear and glasses, as the audience like to clearly see the musicians on stage, Rose made it clear that the hat would stay. And it did.

There was an undeniable chemistry between Angus and Axl: they were two salty old pros enjoying some borrowed time in the spotlight. When they ripped into ‘Highway to Hell’ and ‘Shoot to Thrill’, Rose went scream-for-solo with Angus, giving these already great songs even wilder dynamics. But Rose also knew when to get out of Angus’s way. It was a thrill to watch, the kind of thing rarely seen from the band since the banner days of Bon Scott, whom Rose echoed eerily sometimes.

In recent years AC/DC’s show had become more and more of a production spectacle, heavy with explosions and retina-burning lights and R-rated video projections. Aside from Angus’s always reliable razzle-dazzle, the band provided a typical big-budget 21st-century rock show. But now, with Rose out front, it felt more like classic AC/DC – you could have sworn they were tearing it up at the Bondi Lifesaver, back in the $60-a-week days. And Rose’s eclectic range of stagewear, pitched somewhere between Seattle grunge and Sunset Strip glitz – a crazy patchwork of plaid shirts, cowboy boots, broad hats, fashionably tattered jeans and ‘statement’ T-shirts (at Madison Square Garden his tee featured mugshots of Jim Morrison) – gave the audience even more to drink in. The Washington Post called Rose a ‘grunge cowboy’.

But there was another drama playing out during Rock or Bust. Even before Coachella 2015, Cliff Williams, a stalwart of the band for almost 40 years, gave his notice. Not surprisingly, it was done with little fanfare: Williams was perhaps the quietest man in one of the world’s loudest bands. It was a simple case of having done his time, he said; he felt ready to retire. He and his wife of 36 years, Georganne, had a great life in Fort Myers, Florida. Brian Johnson lived close by, in Sarasota; in fact Williams had moved to Florida at Johnson’s suggestion. Williams dabbled in flying and fishing, and he had two grown-up children, Erin and Luke. He and his wife did some under-the-radar charity work with the Heights Foundation, which promoted education, family and community development. He was a satisfied man, who was spared the rock-star treatment in Florida.

‘Thanks to everybody who’s supported us on this tour … it’s been brilliant,’ the ashen-haired Williams said in a video message announcing his retirement. ‘It’s time for me to get out.’

‘Cliff made it known before we’d even started touring that this would be his last,’ Angus confirmed to Rolling Stone. ‘Besides myself, Cliff has been there the longest, since 1977. Cliff and Brian are in the same age bracket,’ he added. ‘They like to go out, hit the pubs, they had that bond.’

Williams denied, however, that the many departures in and around this tour had influenced his decision, although he did admit the band was a ‘changed animal’. ‘[It’s] not because we’ve lost Mal, Phil or Brian – everything changes. When Bon died, things changed there … It’s just I’m ready to get off the road. It’s just my time.’
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Angus had taken on a massive load since he got into the studio to record Rock or Bust. First there was the almighty challenge of recording without Malcolm, his sounding board across five decades. There was also the matter of writing lyrics, as well as music, Johnson having ran out of double entendres several years back. Next was the Phil Rudd drama – his arrest and home detention, heart attack, and then his tweets criticising then supporting Axl Rose (‘I thought he did quite well,’ Rudd eventually conceded) – and the hasty recruitment of a replacement for Rudd at a time when cousin Stevie was still finding his way back into the band. Then, even before a chord was struck in anger, Williams handed in his papers.

But there was another backstage drama unfolding. Alberts, the band’s spiritual home since they first formed, and a company that had been every bit as independent and self-preserving as the Youngs had been over more than 40 years, had been acquired by BMG in July 2016. That was another massive blow. Through management changes and all the assorted conflict that comes with being in a five-star band such as AC/DC – even beyond Ted Albert’s untimely death in November 1990 – Alberts had been a constant for Angus and Malcolm, with such staffers as Fifa Riccobono among their most trusted allies. (Riccobono was also very close to Malcolm’s wife, having introduced the couple.)

Alberts retained the rights to everything AC/DC after the sale, but it wasn’t the same family company anymore. There were few staff left; Riccobono had moved on, as had Margaret Young’s son, Sam Horsburgh, who’d been their last real ‘insider’, the AC/DC gatekeeper. (His father, also named Sam, had been a roadie for The Easybeats.) Horsburgh was a direct link to the Youngs, someone who always seemed to know what was happening in matters of AC/DC recording, touring and the rest of it, well before anyone else at the company. Horsburgh’s name regularly popped up on credits for AC/DC’s work: he’d helped compile the 2009 rarities triple-disc, Backtracks, and also worked on the Bonfire box set from 1997 and 2005’s Family Jewels collections. But now he’d left the firm, too, even though he and Riccobono, who’d both been with Alberts for 30-plus years, remained as consultants. But times had changed.

It had been in the legendary – if cramped – Alberts studio that Angus and Malcolm had learned their craft, under the watchful gaze of Harry Vanda and George Young. Many of the tougher-than-leather songs they conjured up there – ‘Dirty Deeds’, ‘High Voltage’, ‘T.N.T.’, ‘Whole Lotta Rosie’, ‘Let There Be Rock’ – were still staples of AC/DC’s current setlist. In rock-and-roll history, Alberts was right up there with Abbey Road: it was AC/DC’s ground zero. The studio known as the House of Hits had been relocated to Neutral Bay in the city’s north in 1984, but it went under the wrecking ball in early 2016, another victim of Sydney’s rapacious developers. (The site is currently nothing more than a hole in the ground; the proposed apartment block, ironically enough, is known as Muse.) The original Alberts studio, in Sydney’s King Street, had been demolished in the mid-1980s.

David Albert, Ted’s nephew and now the head of a company that had been run by five generations of his clan, accepted that the decision to sell the firm hadn’t been embraced by all. ‘Some people are calling it the end of an era,’ he admitted when the news broke, ‘but … I think it’s the start of an exciting new era, too.’

Still, it was yet another issue that weighed on Angus. This was a tour that, no matter how great the best nights were, must have left him wondering whether he should have bowed out gracefully when Malcolm couldn’t continue. That would have been a dignified end to one of the great rock bands of all time.

Angus spoke about this, mid-tour, with Rolling Stone’s David Fricke. Should he have pulled the pin in 2014? Had he pushed too hard? ‘That might be the case,’ he replied. ‘But Malcolm was always one to battle through.’

That’s not to say, of course, that the Rock or Bust tour was a flop – far from it. The reviews, especially those for the Axl Rose shows, were uniformly positive. ‘Mr Rose lurked, pranced and stalked around the stage,’ reported the Washington Times. ‘His enthusiasm and dead-on deliveries of classics such as “You shook me all night long” and “Shot down in flames” was appreciated as well as his deferential treatment to Mr Young, giving him the spotlight nearly all the time.’

‘Nobody in rock works harder than [Angus] Young,’ declared the Washington Post. ‘Although Young … looked haggard, the utter relentlessness of his movements was jaw-dropping.’

Some 2.3 million fans had turned up during the 86-show run, the tour grossing more than US$220 million. The album had topped the chart in twelve countries, selling 2.8 million copies in 2014 alone. But Angus had all the money he could ever need – his current net worth was around the US$150 million mark – so was it really worth the stress? And was there a life for him, with or without the band, beyond Rock or Bust?

Axl Rose thought it possible. When he spoke in London with a most unlikely interlocutor, Hong Kong businessman Sir David Tang, during the AC/DC tour, Rose revealed that he and Angus had discussed working together beyond the rescheduled 2016 dates. Rose believed they had strong chemistry. ‘So we’ll see,’ he said. It was an intriguing possibility.

Angus joined Rose and his fellow Gunners on stage in Sydney on 12 February 2017, rocking ‘Whole Lotta Rosie’ and ‘Riff Raff’, so clearly there was an ongoing bond between the two. One news report went so far as to state that Young was already working on another AC/DC album, ‘with Rose on vocals’. Time will tell if that is true.

There was a pretty sound logic at work. As musicians, both Rose and Angus were collaborators, artists who needed others to act as cheerleaders or critics. It seems quite possible they have a creative future together, either in the latest incarnation of AC/DC or as a twosome. Judging from the impact of their shows together, it has the potential to be a pretty damned dynamic partnership.

‘At this point,’ Angus conceded in 2016 when asked about the band’s future, ‘I don’t know. We were committed to finishing the tour. When you sign on and say, “I’m gonna do this and that,” it’s always good to say at the end of it, “I’ve done all I said I would do.”’

And Angus had done all he said he would do, over a period of 40-plus years: countless classic songs, and more miles and sweat and high voltage riffs than one man seemingly had the capacity to deliver. But perhaps the rock life was just too familiar, too enticing, for him to give up just yet.

Perhaps Phil Rudd – even though his fragile relationship with Angus and the band makes him an unlikely spokesman – summed it up best when, in late 2016, he explained why Angus shouldn’t kill off the band. ‘What’s he going to give it up for? That’s like fucking Napoleon not finding somewhere else to fucking conquer.’





POSTSCRIPT

SYDNEY, JANUARY 1977

AS I WAS writing this book, I flashed back to my first experience with Angus Young and AC/DC. I’d like to say ‘as if it were yesterday’ but I’d be lying. It was a long time ago, 1977, sometime in late January. Memory’s a strange thing, of course, and I suspect the crowd I was with that night might have different recollections, but this is what is wedged in my head: I was fifteen, spotty and bum-fluffed, slouching in the dark and dingy alleyway that runs alongside Broadway’s Lansdowne Hotel, hoping that the tallest and/or stubbliest of my mates would man up and duck inside the pub, emerging with some beers for the rest of us.

Somewhere during the night – most likely around the three-beer mark – talk turned to music, as it always did. Who was playing? Where? Who had fake IDs? Would we get in? Who’s got cash? Typically, this would end in farce: a few of us would talk our way into a dodgy venue; others would hang around outside, hoping to somehow be smuggled past the ID checkers on the door. As a group, we’d done this all over the city — at the Civic Hotel, the Stagedoor Tavern – and all the usual suburban bloodhouses. Anywhere that we could check out live bands and look at girls, basically. (That was about as far as we got most nights.)

But as rock-and-roll educations went, mine had been pretty good. Before I’d hit adulthood I’d seen Talking Heads at the State Theatre, standing in the aisle because some punks had nicked our front-row seats, as well as Dylan and Bowie in huge, muddy outdoor free-for-alls. I’d seen Midnight Oil when that wasn’t their name and Peter Garrett still had (some) hair; I’d had my mind blown by Tom Waits. I’d caught virtually every act on the Double J playlist and Countdown, often at the 2JJ studio in sleazy Darlinghurst. It was a golden age for live music and I was right in the thick of it.

Anyway, back to the alleyway behind the Lansdowne. Someone slurred something about AC/DC playing at the Haymarket. To us, AC/DC was that band from Countdown with the crazy kid guitarist. Someone else had the name of a dude on the door – Atchy, maybe? – who, at the merest mention, would get us in. Atchy was our guy! Collective thinking took charge, and before you could say ‘drunken teenage stagger’ we were standing outside the Haymarket, asking anyone and everyone if they knew Atchy.

‘Atchy who? Go home, boys, before you get in trouble – train station’s that way.’

Atchy proved to be as elusive as the yowie or the Tassie tiger. Still, we were never going to just ‘go home’. So my first encounter with Angus Young and AC/DC took place while I was standing on some Haymarket side street, listening to the band cook up a storm on the other side of a hefty concrete wall, with Angus’s blazing solos ringing out all over the city. Still, it was better than another boring night in the burbs.

Fast-forward a whole lot of years to 2001, and I’m at the Sydney Entertainment Centre, seeing the band play on their Stiff Upper Lip tour. I’d just interviewed Angus for Rolling Stone, my first time talking with the man. Much of that chat now eludes me, apart from something about Bon’s thing for danger – how he liked to ‘swim with sharks’ when he worked in Western Australia, long before he talked his way into the band. Angus had been friendly, if a bit guarded, the kind of musician who’d rather play than talk. It made for an okay, if not memorable, interview. I recall their record company really pushing for Rolling Stone to put Angus on the front cover, insisting the band was poised to go large all over again. From memory, I don’t think we gave them the cover, but their ‘people’ were right: the AC/DC rebirth had begun, with Angus leading the charge.

The 2001 show, of course, was outrageous, way over the top. Hell’s bell rang like crazy all over Sydney, as did my ears for a good three days afterwards, despite earplugs. For a while I was convinced I had tinnitus. The band was seriously loud.

Two strong memories of that show have stayed with me. The first is of Angus’s madcap behaviour on stage – his willingness to run, slide, duckwalk, jump, spin and do whatever the hell it took to get the 12,000-strong crowd going, over and over again. He didn’t give a rat’s arse about being cool or credible; he was a showman, an entertainer, a man of the people (and the kids, too, judging by the number of pre-teen Anguses in the crowd). My second vivid memory? Brian Johnson, in black flat cap and jeans, ducking behind the PA to grab a cheeky smoke while Angus tore off another blazing solo.

Towards the night’s end, something else struck me: I was within spitting distance from where I’d had my first moment with the band back in January 1977 at the Haymarket. A lot had changed over the years – AC/DC had become world-beaters, for one thing. As for me, I’d lost my bum-fluff and got some sort of life together. I’d even worked with a couple of people who’d been involved with the band on that very night in 1977. But for a moment I was a teenager again, lost in music, shaking my head wildly while a roaring Angus solo rang out over the Haymarket streets, dreaming of a life beyond humdrum suburbia.





WHERE ARE THEY NOW?

ANGUS YOUNG: At the time of writing, Angus, AC/DC’s last man standing, was still weighing up his options regarding the band’s future – probably while holed up in the basement studio in his substantial pile in the Dutch village of Aalten.

MALCOLM YOUNG: Aged 64 at the time of writing, AC/DC’s founder remains a resident of the Lulworth House nursing home in Sydney, where he is undergoing treatment for dementia.

GEORGE YOUNG: Along with Harry Vanda, he was inducted into the ARIA Hall of Fame in 1988. His last work as producer was on AC/DC’s Stiff Upper Lip in 2000. Now 70, he lives in Portugal with his family.

MICHAEL BROWNING: After managing AC/DC up to the Highway to Hell era, Browning worked with Noiseworks and INXS, and these days runs the furniture store Rust on Sydney’s northern beaches. His memoir, published in 2014, was entitled Dog Eat Dog.

TANA DOUGLAS: AC/DC’s original roadie, and Australia’s first female roadie, went on to work with Queen, David Bowie, Elton John and many others. She lives in Los Angeles and is writing a memoir.

DAVE EVANS: In 2014 the band’s original singer performed in Kiev, in a show called ‘Ukraine still ROCKS!’ supported by a local AC/DC cover band.

MARK EVANS: After his sacking from AC/DC in 1977, Evans played in a succession of bands, including Heaven and Rose Tattoo; he is currently in a reformed Ted Mulry Gang. His 2011 book about his life in AC/DC and beyond, Dirty Deeds, was an international bestseller.

RICHARD GRIFFITHS: AC/DC’s original UK booking agent went on to manage superstar boy band One Direction.

BRIAN JOHNSON: After standing down from AC/DC in 2016 due to serious hearing problems, the singer’s future with the band remains unclear. During 2017 he began hosting the UK Sky Arts TV program Brian Johnson’s Life on the Road.

MICHAEL KLENFNER: One of AC/DC’s earliest champions at Atlantic Records, Klenfner died in 2009 at the age of 62. He was described as ‘the most famous man in the music business no one had ever heard of’.

HERM KOVAC: ‘Uncle Herm’, Angus’s surrogate minder in the early days, is a successful country music producer and also plays in the reformed Ted Mulry Gang.

ROBERT ‘MUTT’ LANGE: After producing For Those About to Rock We Salute You, his final album with AC/DC, Lange married country crossover sensation Shania Twain. His latest production was Muse’s Drones, in 2015. Lange’s net worth is estimated at more than US$250 million.

PETER MENSCH: As part of Q Prime, manager Mensch worked with AC/DC, Scorpions, Def Leppard and Metallica. His wife, Louise, became a Tory MP.

PHILIP MORRIS: AC/DC’s first photographer continues shooting; his work, including many images of Angus and the band, appeared in his book It’s a Long Way, published in 2015.

RICHARD RAMIREZ: After 23 years living on death row, the ‘Night Strangler’ died behind bars, aged 53, in 2013.

AXL ROSE: The Guns N’ Roses singer hinted, pretty strongly, that there might be more to come from him and Angus Young, perhaps working together as AC/DC. All the AC/DC shows with Rose were recorded, possibly for a live album. Watch this space. Guns N’ Roses’ ‘Not in This Lifetime …’ tour grossed around US$200 million during its 2016 leg alone.

PHIL RUDD: With his home detention sentence completed in March 2016, and having recovered from what he called the ‘crazy shit’, the on-again, off-again AC/DC drummer toured Europe as a solo act in early 2017, after recovering from a heart attack.

BON SCOTT: After his untimely death in 1980, Scott has inspired movies (Thunderstruck), books (Highway to Hell, Livewire), musicals (Hell Ain’t a Bad Place to Be), statues and the formation of countless bands. Scott – in this author’s estimation, Australia’s best rock-and-roll front-man/lyricist – now resides in a quiet corner of Fremantle Cemetery.

HARRY VANDA: By the late 1990s, Vanda and Young had stopped working with Alberts. Vanda and his son Daniel Vandenberg opened Flashpoint Music studio in Sydney during 2005, where The Wrights and British India have recorded.

CLIFF WILLIAMS: After 40 years’ solid service, the bassist quietly left AC/DC after their Rock or Bust tour in 2017, and is living the good life with his family in Florida and France.
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SELECTED DISCOGRAPHY FOR ANGUS AND MALCOLM YOUNG AND AC/DC

TALES OF OLD GRAND-DADDY (1974)

Angus and Malcolm’s studio debut (as The Marcus Hook Roll Band), produced by brother George.

Can’t Stand the Heat / Goodbye Jane / Quick Reaction / Silver Shoes / Watch Her Do It Now / People and the Power / Red Revolution / Shot in the Head / Ape Man / Cry for Me / One of These Days / Natural Man / Moonshine Blues / Louisiana Lady / Ride Baby Ride

HIGH VOLTAGE (1975)

A rock masterclass, done and dusted in ten days.

Baby, Please Don’t Go / She’s Got Balls / Little Lover / Stick Around / Soul Stripper / You Ain’t Got a Hold on Me / Love Song / Show Business

T.N.T. (1976)

The first truly great AC/DC album, best heard on a flatbed truck rolling down Swanston Street.

It’s a Long Way to the Top (If You Wanna Rock ’n’ Roll) / Rock ’n’ Roll Singer / The Jack / Live Wire / T.N.T. / Rocker / Can I Sit Next to You Girl / High Voltage / School Days

DIRTY DEEDS DONE DIRT CHEAP (1976)

‘Ride On’, a haunting slow blues number,
 shows a different side to AC/DC.

Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap / Ain’t No Fun (Waiting ’Round to Be a Millionaire) / There’s Gonna Be Some Rockin’ / Problem Child / Squealer / Big Balls / R.I.P. (Rock in Peace) / Ride On / Jailbreak

LET THERE BE ROCK (1977)

The world meets ‘Rosie’, the biggest groupie of all.

Go Down / Dog Eat Dog / Let There Be Rock / Bad Boy Boogie / Problem Child / Overdose / Crabsody in Blue / Hell Ain’t a Bad Place to Be / Whole Lotta Rosie

POWERAGE (1978)

Keith Richards’ favourite AC/DC album.

Rock ’n’ Roll Damnation / Down Payment Blues / Gimme a Bullet / Riff Raff / Sin City / What’s Next to the Moon / Gone Shootin’ / Up to My Neck in You / Kicked in the Teeth

IF YOU WANT BLOOD YOU’VE GOT IT (1978)

The early band at its live peak, with Angus and Bon in peerless form.

Riff Raff / Hell Ain’t a Bad Place to Be / Bad Boy Boogie / The Jack / Problem Child / Whole Lotta Rosie / Rock ’n’ Roll Damnation / High Voltage / Let There Be Rock / Rocker

HIGHWAY TO HELL (1979)

Bon’s last album; producer ‘Mutt’ Lange’s first.

Highway to Hell / Girls Got Rhythm / Walk All Over You / Touch Too Much / Beating Around the Bush / Shot Down in Flames / Get It Hot / If You Want Blood (You’ve Got It) / Love Hungry Man / Night Prowler

BACK IN BLACK (1980)

The LP that will never die: sales currently 50 million and counting.

Hells Bells / Shoot to Thrill / What Do You Do for Money Honey / Givin’ the Dog a Bone / Let Me Put My Love into You / Back in Black / You Shook Me All Night Long / Have a Drink on Me / Shake a Leg / Rock and Roll Ain’t Noise Pollution

FOR THOSE ABOUT TO ROCK WE SALUTE YOU (1981)

A farewell to Mutt Lange, and a hello to the rock-and-roll cannon.

For Those About to Rock (We Salute You) / Put the Finger on You / Let’s Get It Up / Inject the Venom / Snowballed / Evil Walks / C.O.D. / Breaking the Rules / Night of the Long Knives / Spellbound

FLICK OF THE SWITCH (1983)

Back to rocking basics.

Rising Power / This House Is on Fire / Flick of the Switch / Nervous Shakedown / Landslide / Guns for Hire / Deep in the Hole / Bedlam in Belgium / Badlands / Brain Shake

FLY ON THE WALL (1985)

Angus and Malcolm move into the producer’s seat.

Fly on the Wall / Shake Your Foundations / First Blood / Danger / Sink the Pink / Playing With Girls / Stand Up / Hell or High Water / Back in Business / Send for the Man

WHO MADE WHO (1986)

Their first film soundtrack, for a Stephen King clunker.

Who Made Who / You Shook Me All Night Long / D.T. / Sink the Pink / Ride On / Hells Bells / Shake Your Foundations / Chase the Ace / For Those About to Rock (We Salute You)

BLOW UP YOUR VIDEO (1988)

A return to the studio with Vanda and Young.

Heatseeker / That’s the Way I Wanna Rock ’n’ Roll / Meanstreak / Go Zone / Kissin’ Dynamite / Nick of Time / Some Sin for Nuthin’ / Ruff Stuff / Two’s Up / This Means War

THE RAZORS EDGE (1990)

A big hit that moved them back into the mainstream.

Thunderstruck / Fire Your Guns / Moneytalks / The Razors Edge / Mistress for Christmas / Rock Your Heart Out / Are You Ready / Got You by the Balls / Shot of Love / Let’s Make It / Goodbye & Good Riddance to Bad Luck / If You Dare

AC/DC LIVE (1992)

Choice live cuts from the Brian Johnson era.

Thunderstruck / Shoot to Thrill / Back in Black / Who Made Who / Heatseeker / The Jack / Moneytalks / Hells Bells / Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap / Whole Lotta Rosie / You Shook Me All Night Long / Highway to Hell / T.N.T. / For Those About to Rock (We Salute You)

BALLBREAKER (1995)

Angus and Malcolm take on all creative roles, double entendres included.

Hard as a Rock / Cover You in Oil / The Furor / Boogie Man / The Honey Roll / Burnin’ Alive / Hail Caesar / Love Bomb / Caught with Your Pants Down / Whiskey on the Rocks / Ballbreaker

STIFF UPPER LIP (2000)

‘Good party music,’ in Angus’s words. Enough said.

Stiff Upper Lip / Meltdown / House of Jazz / Hold Me Back / Safe in New York City / Can’t Stand Still / Can’t Stop Rock ’n’ Roll / Satellite Blues / Damned / Come and Get It / All Screwed Up / Give It Up

BLACK ICE (2008)

Sold exclusively at Wal-Mart, who’d once blacklisted the band. The irony!

Rock ’n’ Roll Train / Skies on Fire / Big Jack / Anything Goes / War Machine / Smash ’n’ Grab / Spoilin’ for a Fight / Wheels / Decibel / Stormy May Day / She Likes Rock ’n’ Roll / Money Made / Rock ’n’ Roll Dream / Rocking All the Way / Black Ice

BACKTRACKS (2009)

Studio obscurities and live takes.

CD1: Stick Around / Love Song / Fling Thing / R.I.P. (Rock in Peace) / Carry Me Home / Crabsody in Blue / Cold Hearted Man / Snake Eye / Borrowed Time / Down on the Borderline / Big Gun / Cyberspace

CD2 (LIVE): Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap / Dog Eat Dog / Live Wire / Shot Down in Flames / Back in Black / T.N.T. / Let There Be Rock / Guns for Hire / Sin City / Rock and Roll Ain’t Noise Pollution / This House Is on Fire / You Shook Me All Night Long / Jailbreak / Shoot to Thrill / Hell Ain’t a Bad Place to Be

CD3 (LIVE): High Voltage / Hells Bells / Whole Lotta Rosie / Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap / Highway to Hell / Back in Black / For Those About to Rock / Ballbreaker / Hard as a Rock / Dog Eat Dog / Hail Caesar / Whole Lotta Rosie / You Shook Me All Night Long / Safe in New York City

DVD: Big Gun / Hard as a Rock / Hail Caesar / Cover You in Oil / Stiff Upper Lip / Satellite Blues / Safe in New York City / Rock’n’roll Train / Anything Goes

IRON MAN 2 (2010)

The platinum-plus soundtrack for a Hollywood blockbuster.

Shoot to Thrill / Rock ’n’ Roll Damnation / Guns for Hire / Cold Hearted Man / Back in Black / Thunderstruck / If You Want Blood (You’ve Got It) / Evil Walks / T.N.T. / Hell Ain’t a Bad Place to Be / Have a Drink on Me / The Razors Edge / Let There Be Rock / War Machine / Highway To Hell

LIVE AT RIVER PLATE (2012)

For those about to rock Argentina, Angus and co. salute you.

Rock ’n’ Roll Train / Hell Ain’t a Bad Place to Be / Back in Black / Big Jack / Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap / Shot Down in Flames / Thunderstruck / Black Ice / The Jack / Hells Bells / Shoot To Thrill / War Machine / Dog Eat Dog / You Shook Me All Night Long / T.N.T. / Whole Lotta Rosie / Let There Be Rock / Highway to Hell / For Those About to Rock (We Salute You)

ROCK OR BUST (2014)

Their last hurrah? If so, a fine rocking farewell.

Rock or Bust / Play Ball / Rock the Blues Away / Miss Adventure / Dogs of War / Got Some Rock & Roll Thunder / Hard Times / Baptism by Fire / Rock the House / Sweet Candy / Emission Control

For full AC/DC discography, see www.ac-dc.net.
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AEROSMITH'S STEVE TYLER ON ANGUS, AT THE INDUCTION OF AC/DC
INTO THE ROCK & ROLL HALL OF FAME

Ay

ANGUS YOUNG, the co-founder and last remaining original
member of AC/DC, has for more than 40 years been the face, sound
and sometimes the exposed backside of the trailblazing rock band.

In his trademark schoolboy outfit, Angus rose from the obscurity
of working-class Glasgow and Sydney to become hard rock’s
greatest guitarist. High Voltage is the first biography to focus
exclusively on Angus, and reveals in stunning detail how his
signature guitar sound, his unique flair for performance and his
unstoppable drive to succeed have kept AC/DC on the rails and
at the top of the rock pile.

 FEATURING EXCLUSIVE PHOTOGRAPHY BY PHILIP MORRIS «
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