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1987 winks.

I was a wee tacker in ’87. | Want Your Sex, Lady In Red and Hip To Be Square hadn’t even
entered my realm of understanding; | was only a few years old. | can’t remember much of my
musical taste from back then. There were the Play School records, ‘there’s always so much
cleaning to be done by everyoooone — cleaning!” Of course there was family dance time to The
Beatles, Peter Paul and Mary, Status Quo, driving The Great Ocean Road to mix tapes of Bob
Dylan, Jimi Hendrix and David Bowie. My Dad would sing Rebel Rebel whenever we were
cranky, or had messy hair for that matter. What | do remember of the Apollo Bay farming days
circa ’87 was my imaginary friend, Icky the red fox. Can you remember something that didn’t
exist? Ooh, the mischief we’d get into, eating Dudley the Basset Hound’s dinner, discovering red
back spiders in the sheep drinking troughs, getting lost in the shearing sheds. I’m trying to think
of a song about a red fox... Foxy lady? Maybe not red, but ties in the Hendrix thing twice in one
paragraph...

Lots of exciting things coming up in the next month, Mojo Juju’s
gracing our stage again, who we love dearly. Firekites, another
Newcastle supergroup (with members of The Instant and The Herd!)
and there’s even talk of more karaoke in the coming months... More
you say? Yes, | just did.

Stay warm tigers.

Nicci

Thanks to Raewyn Haughton for the cover art and Tim Molloy for Impy and doodles.
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On a recent autumnal Sunday afternoon, perched in front
of the front bar’s cigarette machine, the Empress Zine
reporters are catching up with singer-songwriter George
Byrne. Some initial minutes are spent discussing how beer
used to cost $2 a pot — Sydney-born George recalls
“midis” costing even less — and everyone at the table
reveals their age by marvelling at how those treat-
dispensers at supermarkets are now called “2 dollar
machines” (instead of “20 cent machines” like in the
1980s — a 200% inflation rate!) Meanwhile, a recording

gadget that George thinks looks suspiciously like a
pregnancy test blips away on the table.

A * Y _/

5 111B

From George’s quite noteworthy bio, as available on his
Myspace page’, the Empress reporters have already
gleaned a few useful background facts, including that:

George released his first EP, ‘Iron Skies’ in
2004, and his first album, ‘Foreign Water’, in
2006;

‘Foreign Water’ met with considerable critical
acclaim and was widely played on radio stations
such as JJJ;

George has toured with The Church, Missy
Higgins, Lior, Dan Brodie, and more. He was
also “hand picked” as support for Tori Amos,
and played in Ben Lee’s band on a recent tour.
He was showcased last year at the prestigious
South by South West festival in Austin.

The bio also sketches out roughly how George’s interest,
and career, in music began. However, through the course
of the interview, and with the reporters frequently
referring back to the official bio for questions, it emerges
that George himself wasn’t the one responsible for writing
it. Actually his manager wrote it and although all of it’s
true, some of the more compelling narrative angles seem
to come as a pleasant insight to George, too — as in, “oh,
that’s right!” and *“yeah, | hadn’t thought of it that way!”

A few more interesting facts also come out of the
interview - it’s not in his bio, for example, that for many
years George actually successfully followed the
photography path (see

! www.myspace.com/georgebyrne

www.georgebyrnephotography.com), and only
definitively decided to start writing songs after his camera
— ominously — spontaneously broke whilst travelling. For
the full story of how George’s road forked off into music,
read on. Despite the fact that, as George reckons,
““sometimes these things totally meld into each other, so it
can be a bit of a mess as to exactly what happened”, it’s
true that the fog of day-to-day can often clear, with
reflection, into a pretty good story of how a person has
gotten to where they are (like the Spanish gibberish of a
gypsy fortune teller — see ‘Granada’, below).

Empress Zine: Do you ever get any comments on your
name? [George Burns was a cigar-smoking comedian,
quite famous until the 1990s]

George: “I’d say once a year. And usually in RSL clubs —
so it’s determined by demographics. They’re pretty much
limited to the over 90s set”.

Empress Zine: We know from your bio that you grew up
in Balmain [an inner city, former working class
Dockside suburb of Sydney]. So we already know where
you grew up (we normally ask interviewees this)... but
could you tell us more about Balmain, and say how or if
you think it influenced your interest in music?

George: “Yep — I’'m a Balmain boy. Balmain is sort of
like the Collingwood of Sydney, it’s a place that used to
be very working class — it’s a former dock town, and has
actually got the most pubs of any suburb in Australia —
but over the years it’s gentrified to the point now where
it’s more like Toorak. | was born there in 1976 and stayed
there until I was in my early 20s, so | pretty much saw the
place change. My parents bought their place for like a
hundred grand and sold it for over a million. But I guess
it’s definitely shaped who | am, living there. It’s kind of
like a small town in the middle of the city. It’s on a
peninsula with no main roads running through it - sort of
like Manhattan — so it was quite cut off. Everyone knew
each other, walking down the street. Which was an
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interesting contradiction being in the middle of the city.
But as to how it influenced me musically... it was a sort of
musical town in a way - my first gig was at the ‘Cat n
Fiddle’, in Balmain - but I grew up more in the pubs,
listening to pub jukebox music, the Aussie rock. | loved
pub rock, like ‘Khe Sanh’”.

Empress Zine: So with all those pubs, it would have
been a messy sort of area in the 6 o’clock swill days?
George: “We actually grew up next to a pub that did use
to have the 6 o’clock swill, and my old babysitter used to
be one of the *swill barmaids’. She used to tell me about it
- she said she’d just pour like three hundred schooners
and lay them all out on the bar at 3:30, and at 4 o’clock all
the dock workers would come in, and just fill the whole
bar”.

Empress Zine: It says in your bio that you grew up with
some well known Sydney musicians, like Josh Pyke. Did
you go to school with them, and did you get into music at
school?

“They were just local people — they were all at my
primary school. 1 also went to High School with Josh, but
musically, he [Josh] and | followed different paths, for
lack of a better word. | was really into music from when |
was like 12 to 17, it was all I did, but then | had a bit of a
meltdown because the band | was in got so heavy that |
lost interest. | was the lead guitar player, and the music
started getting so loud, we completely imploded. We got
so heavy, | just —aaaggghh — burnt out, | had smoke
coming out of my ears”.

Empress Zine: Did you write songs back then?

George: “No. Although I was into death metal at high
school, | didn’t start writing my own songs or discover
‘alt country” until much later really. | guess my tastes did
get mellower. It’s interesting, | totally don’t get it — heavy
music - anymore. | still can appreciate it for what it is, but
it can’t be the soundtrack of my life, not anymore”.

So you like pub rock stuff, you used to like metal — did
you, or do you, like Gunners [Guns n Roses]?

George: “I absolutely loved Guns n Roses. | listened to
‘Patience’ — and that side, the one that had ‘I Used to
Love Her’, “You Gotta Be Crazy’ and ‘One in a Million’
— | listened to those four or five songs every night for
twelve months”.

[Empress Zine Reporterl proceeds to go on and on, as
per usual, about Guns n Roses. Reporter2 attempts to
placate the situation and get back to the earlier question
about getting into music]

A photo of Balmain, as taken by Gerge Byrne in his
photography days.

George: “...And so then | got into photography via my
sister, who lent me her old little Cannon and | loved it. |
still enjoyed music, | played it for fun, but | wasn’t like I
want to be a musician’. My dreams of being a musician
were completely shelved. And then | went and just did
photography and went to Uni. | did an arts degree first,
because I just wanted to learn about stuff. I think they
[arts degrees] are great [Empress Reporters agree, in
conspiratorial tones]. Then | did a fine arts degree, in
photography. So there was about a five year chunk, from
20-25, where pretty much all | was doing was art. And |
started having proper exhibitions.?”

Empress Zine: We read that you first really got into
music — and bought your first guitar — while travelling
in Spain. What was it about Spain that sparked your
interest in song writing?

George: “The first song | wrote was ‘I’m Alone Again’. It
was a blues song. But was it in Spain? No - | can’t
remember why...I can’t put my finger on what it was [that
made me start writing songs]. Sometimes these things
totally meld into each other, and it’s a bit of a mess as to
what exactly happened. But basically, | had my last
photography exhibition on September 11", 2001. It really
took the edge off — it didn’t happen until after the show,
and it’s not that that had any impact on whether | was
going to keep shooting, but it was very, very strange
timing. After that show | went to Spain, Europe, Morocco
—to do some more shooting. It was intended as a
photography trip and 1’d booked in another exhibition for
these when I got back. It was around that time that 1’d
started writing a lot of songs. And | had people around me

2 See again: www.georgebyrnephotography.com

25



THE

[0 NZINE APRIL

starting to notice what | was doing, and asking if they
could help. This momentum starts, you know, and then
suddenly | had all these demos that | was really enjoying
doing. But at the same time | was getting ready to go to
Spain and putting things in place for the exhibition when |
got back. So there were these two thing starting to sort of
come to heads. Music was coming up like, looming, and it
was weird - | could feel this thing happening. And then |
got to Spain, and | just travelled, travelled. And then my
camera broke”.

Empress Zine: Your camera broke? More like - the
universe broke your camera?

George: “Yeah - it just stopped working. I had this image,
the last one I took — where the film was winding on itself
in a really contorted image. It’s a shot of a building, and a
guy with a wheelbarrow, and a shot of the sky, and
they’re all on top of each other in this long, weird,
mutated strip. And | just thought, alright — that’s a sign. |
was so...it was such a strange time in my life. | basically
had an epiphany, and decided to stop taking photos. | rang
the gallery and cancelled the show and put the camera
under the bed at my friend’s apartment”.

[Note: George’s photography website is still in 2001
land, and refers, spookily, to the then-upcoming
exhibition and trip to Spain]

Empress Zine: So you bought a guitar?
George: “l went to... that Southern town, with that big old
Muslim temple...Gr -”

Empress Zine: You mean Granada? [The reporters have
also been to the same place. They seem to have stayed in
the same hostel, up in the hills near the Alhambra].
George: “Yeah, | stayed in a guest house in the hills. It
amazing”.

[George gets another drink...The Empress Zine reporters
discuss the Spanish city of Granada, as visited by them
last year and by George back when his camera broke.
Here, the reporters had had their fortunes involuntary
told by a palm (actually, mitten) reading old Gypsy lady
who thrust a sprig of rosemary on them, outside the
Alhambra. Her hurried dialogue didn’t make a lot of
sense at the time but it seemed, roughly, that one
reporter could expect an important surprise or telephone
call, and the other could look forward to a life of love.
The gypsy woman had extracted 5 Euro from one
reporter’s purse, leaving them a) wishing they’d had a
tape recorder to refer back to the fortune telling spiel in
future, and b) feeling a bit cheesed at being fleeced, but
apparently it happens all the time...George returns to the
table]

George: “So | got there and | bought a guitar - | decided
to buy a guitar and write a few more songs. 1’d had some
songs in my head. And yeah | approached this desperate
looking busker, asked if he wanted to sell the guitar from
off his back. And he sold it to me for 30 Euro. | was quite
shocked, because | thought he’d just say no. I’ve got this
great photo of me walking, down the street in Granada
with this guitar | bought on my back”.

Empress Zine: Do you still have the guitar?

George: “That particular guitar is lost. It was actually just
a crappy guitar, a nylon string. As soon as | got back |
saved up some money and recorded an EP. Instead of
doing the exhibition, | did the EP. The EP (“Iron Skies’)
took a while, but it was a riveting experience. | was
working with someone who was really good, he really
lifted everything to a different level”.

What are you currently working on?

“I’ve got an acoustic record, which has been renamed to
‘Beat in Time’, that’s coming out in April. It’s eight
songs, very low-fi acoustic songs recorded and produced
with [respected singer songwriter] Toby Burke [of Horse
Stories] in Fitzroy. The artwork was shot by Warwick
Baker, a local photographer. We went to Adelaide Airport
a few weeks back, driving for 11 hours during the tail end
of the heat wave, to shoot some photos. So it’s sort of a
collaboration, as well, a creative collaboration. And it’s
the best of three breakup albums”.

Empress Zine: We were going to ask, would you call it a
breakup or a break-out album?

George: “Yeah, a breakup album. | mean there’s a few
breakup-ee songs, but it’s also just about transition, loss,
absence, rejuvenation — it’s all these things”.

Empress Zine: Would you say it sums up about a year
for you, or two years?
George: “Probably about eighteen months”.

Empress Zine: With lots of minor chords?

George: “There’s actually not many minor chords in my
records. There’s a few in this one, about four. I’ve got one
song in a minor key, and minor chords splattered around,
but I’m really much more of a major key writer”.

Empress Zine: So what makes a song more for you — is
it a riff, or a chord progression?

George: “I’m very into melodically driven music — it’s
usually a melody that defines the song for me. And there’s
usually some sort of repeating motif. Although, some
people write very successfully — such as Joni Mitchell -
without recurring riffs.

This [the new album] is an interesting record for me
because | have quite a pop sensibility, which comes from

I guess growing up in the 1980s and having my older
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sisters feed me all the hits — you know, ‘Hits out 82’,

‘Hits out 83" - and I’ve got all that stuff sort of tattooed on
my head. So it’s a mixture of that side of my writing, but
with songs that don’t necessarily have the three verses and
a chorus structure. My reference point was ‘Silver and
Gold’ — the Neil Young record — the sort of record that
you can just leave on to listen to, not just for one song”.

What has been your recording philosophy?

George: “I’m very much involved in production — in fact
I’m pretty obsessive about it. | pretty much produced or
co-produced my other albums. For this new album I let
Toby take over, which is sort of the first time | haven’t
been involved. I’m not that interested in the technical
side, like the engineering and where the mics are placed.
But I’m really interested in the layering of sounds, what
sounds to use, and the instrumentation”.

Empress Zine: Are you familiar with the phrase ‘you
can’t polish a turd’?

George: “Yep, I’m really fond of it. | reckon if the base
doesn’t work, you should throw it out. | recently spent a
whole day recording a song then threw it away, because |
decided it was all just too fast”.

George’s Answers to the 1987 Survey

In 1987, what was your job?
“l was in school...does that count? | was in grade 5 at
primary school”.

Where were you living?
“With my parents in Balmain”.

How was your house or room decorated?

“I lived in the same room as my sister Alice. We had two
single beds on either side of the room. My side was full of
posters of tigers — | was a ‘big cat’ fan, in fact | was
absolutely obsessed with them, and especially tigers. And
bands were starting to creep in. | had a poster of the guy
who played guitar keys in Psuedo Echo [note: the
Empress Zine mishears George several times and
somehow writes first Def Lepard, then VVan Halen, by
mistake], and Bon Jovi”.

What clothes or things were you particularly fond of
at the time?

“My pocket knife — | was obsessed with it. And ‘Okinuis’
— those flower-patterned pants. | also liked geared bikes.
And | liked soccer, guitar, and was maybe developing a
mild interest in girls. Possibly Kylie Minogue — she was
starting to look ‘interesting’ to me...you know, | couldn’t
quite put my finger on it, but there was definitely
something ‘interesting’ about her...”.

What songs or bands do you remember liking?

“John Farnham — | think | really did like him. The
Beatles, too, at that age. This was just before Led
Zeppelin — that was in year 6. We tried to a cover of
‘Black Dog’ for a Year 6 performance class. This is how
naive we were, this bloke had never played the drums
before and he just had a snare drum - and there he was
trying to do a John Bonham, one of the hardest drum
beats of all time. I also just liked mainstream 1980s hits,

LR

like ‘Come on Eileen’ and “Train from Africa’”.

What TV shows or films do you remember liking?

“| think I unfortunately liked Neighbours. | was also
obsessed with nature documentaries, like things with
tigers [see answer above] but with anything really. But |
wasn’t a huge TV fan, really”.

How would you have described your parents?
“Enjoying the riches of the roaring 1980s. They weren’t
working in advertising, but they were just young, they had
a healthy young family, they were in the prime of their
life - in their 40s. [With reference to Empress reporters’
theories about irony and retro] - my parents were
oblivious to what you’re talking about, they were
completely on their own wavelength. I think it’s
astounding how quickly things looked dated, though”.

[George then inspects, with doubtful facial expression, a
package of ‘Friends’ postcards that the Reporters have
bought along to make fun of].

7AW

George Byrne (and his band) will play at the Empress on
April 17", with Black Pony Express, and Lilith Lang.
He hopes to have some preview stock of “Beat in Time”
available by then.
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Nicci bailed Hamish up at the bar
and while he was setting up for an
interview, he was happy to talk
between cleaning the lines,
stocking the fridges, laying out
the mats. Oh! The things that must
be done!

NR: Hi Hamish
HG: Hi

NR: Could you please describe
yourself In three words?

HG: Happy to be..here. Oh s***
that’s four. Umm, next question.

NR: Where were you in 19877
HG: 97? Oh 87. Western Victoria
doing nothing.

NR: What do you mean?

HG: Well, I was 7, | can’t
remember, too many good nights
since then.

NR: Come on Hamish. You gotta give
me something to work with here.
HG: 1 was at school.

NR: What do you remember from the
school days?
HG: Ummm, are these set questions?

NR: I ask the questions here boy.
Ha, no 1’m making it up as I go
along.

HG: 1t was hot. No air con and 1
had to walk so so far to school.
Ha.

NR: Come on, tell me about your
memories from ’87.

HG: It was hot and cold. No heating
and no air con. Getting a burnt bum
from the hot vinyl seats on the

school bus. Red skins. Like the
slaps, not the lollies.

[Silence]

HG: When you’re on the school bus
and all bare legged “cos it’s so
hot and somebody comes up and slaps
you on the leg “cos it’s hot and
your skin goes red.

NR: What have the last twenty one
years meant to you Hamish? Would
you consider them an era of
anything in particular?

HG: They’re lost, too many good
times in Melbourne.

NR: How long have you worked here
at The Empress?
HG: Two years.

NR: That’s a while yeah, you dig
it?

HG: Umm, ha ha. AlIl the people 1
work with, 1 love them.

NR: Who’s your favourite?
HG: Anna.

NR: Why? More importantly, why not
me?

HG: Cos | see Anna everyday. She’s
my favourite girl.

On that note Hamish left the room
on some random notion of “work”.
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On stage at the Empress for two nights previewing
material for his forthcoming album, the elusive [see
previous Empress Zine edition] yet endearing Mike Noga
is accompanied by a three piece band who are all (like
him) cred-card carrying musos from well known
Australian bands.

Specifically, there’s Dan Luscombe (The Drones), Pat
Bourke (Dallas Crane), and Pete Luscombe (Paul Kelly).
Together, they are The Gentlemen Of Fortune. They
radiate professionalism and confidence, getting the sound

check to perfection within minutes and without breaking a

sweat or looking anything other than cheerfully hung
over. All are wearing shirts with the top button undone.
Mike’s outfit appears to be pilfered directly from Andrew
Keese®, or perhaps Echo And The Bunnymen via Bruce
Springsteen circa 1984.

Tim Rogers, or a man looking an awful lot like him, is
spotted and noted at the front bar earlier in the night.
During the show he stands tall and calm at the back of the
sizeable crowd, framed in light from the kitchen.
Someone comments that he is “much better looking in
person”. Perhaps, in fact, this is because it isn’t actually
Tim Rogers. Either way it’s certainly not unfeasible.
There’s a sort of old-school local football club air to the
proceedings, and to the world Mike inhabits generally:
supportive, local, and destined for sepia toned pub
mantelpiece glory. But sometimes also just an awful lot
like the AFL.

Happily, Mike’s music and stage presence are not
drowning in football club overtones or scenester-ness.
Having heard only snippets of his previous solo material,
and not seen the man on stage outside a drumkit before,
this was something of a blind date for the Empress
reviewer, with modest expectations. But it turned out to
be very easy and enjoyable to spend an hour listening to
Mike and the Gentlemen, and not too conflicting to write
a review — he’s a communicative performer, hard
working, and a great song writer.

At its best, the cred-convention accompanying him on
stage comes together for an enjoyable barroom sound; an
urban cowboy type of thing, with world weary lyrics
dancing around honky tonk keys or perfectly toned slide,
smart chord progressions, and a compelling but unhurried

¥ See: www.myspace.com/andrewkeese

rhythm section. It’s comparable to Nashville Skyline or
Desire era Dylan. Also Wilco, The Band, and, at more of
stretch, Pavement and Grandaddy. They’d no doubt
appreciate a Bad-Seeds-meet-Weddings-Parties-Anything
comparison too.

So...yep, the sound is comparable to Bad-Seeds-meet-
Weddings-Parties-Anything.

“They tell me that I’m smokin’ too much”

And while not necessarily confident as a front man, you
get the impression that Mike is certainly being himself up
there. He successfully dodges the earnestness and/or
whininess traps that a self professed “breakup album”
would be at grave risk of. But on the other hand, he also
doesn’t always progress from endearing into engaging —
one feels that he’s still hiding his light under a bushel. Or
a drumkit, as it were. It’s a work in progress. Or, | reckon,
an egg slowly hatching on stage under the warm glow of
muso camaraderie.

Notably, Mike has a definite knack for succinctly
heartbreaking lyrics. Some lines are given due credit by
being promoted to choruses, while many others coyly
waft in to your ears and are registered and appreciated a
few seconds afterward, so that you end up saying “that
was a great line!” to the person next to you, and then
inadvertently end up missing the next bit of the song.

Some favourites include:

“My first day here was a week long nightmare”™
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““| pretended | didn’t see you for the one hundred
millionth time”

““She’s got everything men like me need”
““She’s a woman and me, I’'m just like a child”

“In two weeks time you will notice I’ve been
gone for fourteen days”

“I’d trade in my family for a decent night’s
sleep”

“You looked sacred and | was stoned, for a
change”

Sensual, self depreciating and witty. At its best, this
lyrical knack anchors the songs.

And in the last song before the encore, the chorus line
initially sounded like “l made you come but I never made
you cry”, but on closer listen was actually “I made you
cry but I never made you laugh”. Admittedly, both
options sort of work.

In lesser moments the lyrics veer dangerously toward
Nickleback territory, with stuff about sadly beautiful
ladies and hair flying in one’s face. And the habit of
breaking words in two in order to artfully fit around the
melody - “clou-ouds”, “cur-ursed”, “awa-ay”, “thre-ead”,
etc — can undermine a song when used to excess. A little

like that guy in Encino Man (“no wa-ay”).

Also, | agree with Mike’s self depreciatory comment in an
earlier interview, that he “plays guitar like a drummer”.
As in, he plays in time (which is a good thing), but this
can also mean being too much on the beat, too
straightforward and strummy. Whereas the use of some
more finger picking styles would probably do really well
in combination with his songwriting. Same too with the
voice range. It’d be a matter of finding time within an
already hectic touring schedule though.

All bands have ‘A’ and ‘B’ material. My interpretation of
what constituted the ‘B’ material for Mike was at times
oddly conflicting with the rest of the audience — | reckon
once you’ve discovered the joys of combining minor
chords, reverb and a big drumkit, there’s not much point
dwelling on it. But the audience went nuts for this stuff!
This MCRBDK business is certainly important to the
overall experience of the show, giving a bit of a more
rock n roll tinge and some wild west menace, but my
personal picks for the standout ‘A’ tracks for the night
were (with titles guessed from choruses):

Track 2 -

“She’s a woman, and me, | was just like a child”

Track 4 —

“Turn your light on me again”

Track 6 —

“In two weeks time, you will notice 1’ve been gone for
fourteen days”

(This was Mike’s quieter solo song in the middle of the
set....like playing “Patience” or “Every Rose Has Its
Thorn” mid set)

Track 7 —

“Turn all my greys in to reds”

(This one is very catchy, and is “a little more jaunty”, to
use Mike’s words. Honky tonk keys blaze and the whole
thing swings along. Unfortunately it sounds too much like
Pavement’s “Range Life” to be a single, but it’s a great
pub number.)

For the first night of the CD preview, Mike and the band
played ten tracks and a heartily welcomed encore. The
crowd was large and very appreciative. | still have bits of
some songs replaying in my head weeks later, and have
every intention of buying the forthcoming album - or at
least trying to scab a copy.

-The end by Sarah
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