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			For my mother Jean, who was there when it happened.

		
		


		
			 

			Lee Gordon Presents …

			Who doesn’t love a colourful, larger-than-life, slightly shonky but always dazzling showbiz promoter? Nobody, that’s who. West End impresario Michael ‘Chalky’ White once told me the story of his losses as a result of partnering with Australia’s briefly jailed Harry M. Miller, all the while referring to Harry as a ‘devilish little bastard’ with what can only be described as a tone of outright love and admiration.

			The accomplished music industry writer and biographer Jeﬀ Apter may also, like myself, be at least a little in awe of these legendary characters. In this book, which is the quite exhilarating story of Lee Gordon, Apter has entertainingly delivered to us page after page of ‘devilish little bastard’ stories – and with no excessive embellishment, since Gordon’s achievements are so extraordinary that they need none.

			There are of course a few requirements for legendary status if someone is to do the outlandish and even borderline illegal, yet still be revered and remembered with great aﬀection. They must give generosity and kindness where it is due, and leave enemies behind where nobody cares – such as the taxation authorities. Jeﬀ Apter tells us how the intelligent and resourceful Lee Gordon came to Australia from the United States and went from cleverly marketing whitegoods to becoming a hugely successful concert promoter. He was a highly eccentric bon vivant whose motivation in life was not just the hard work of making money, but the joy of spending it. On himself and others.

			It is impossible to overstate how innovative, persistent and downright courageous Lee Gordon was. Jeﬀ Apter takes us through the early ups and downs of Gordon’s ‘Big Shows’ in which he brought the biggest US stars of music, comedy and theatre to Australia in the 1950s. He placed them in large venues, such as the Sydney Stadium in Rushcutters Bay, realising that aﬀordable prices and large numbers was the way to go to maximise profits, and thereby benefit the celebrity-starved Australian public, the artists and himself. What’s not to like?!

			Gordon fought tooth and nail against huge odds to persuade the likes of Johnnie Ray, Nat King Cole and – in an extraordinary coup – Frank Sinatra, to go to a country of which they knew very little, with the result that Australia became recognised on the world map as a great place to tour. But for ‘Colonel’ Tom Parker’s status as an illegal resident of the USA, Lee would have added Elvis Presley to the list of those he lured ‘down under’. In the later part of the 50s and into the 60s, when TV threatened the livelihood of big live entertainment moguls, Lee Gordon recognised the importance of the new youth market and the rock’n’roll that was booming … and went with it.

			Lee Gordon Presents … takes us on a whirlwind tour on the coattails of a risk-taking, pot-smoking, bisexual force of nature. It is a story of a man with genuine ‘cojones’ who defied convention and set precedents. Sadly, his was a world that no longer exists, and in the anodyne safety-first regimented entertainment industry of today, a Lee Gordon would probably be ‘cancelled’. Jeﬀ Apter gives us an exciting glimpse of what today’s generation is missing out on.

			John Waters 

			actor and musician

		


		
			Prologue

			Hawaiian Village Hotel, Honolulu, Hawaii, August 1959

			If Lee Gordon was an angler, Elvis Presley was his big fish, his Moby Dick. In the six years since he’d touched down in Australia, Gordon, an expat American with a mysterious past, had blazed a trail, promoting high-profile concert tours by a cavalcade of stars, the type of acts that Australians had never seen close up before. Gordon had brought hundreds of big names to Australia – jazz greats Ella Fitzgerald and Louis ‘Satchmo’ Armstrong, comic team (and film stars) Abbott and Costello, as well as rock and rollers Buddy Holly and Bill Haley. He’d introduced Australian audiences to a strange phenomenon known as the roller derby. He’d even staged an Australian tour by Frank Sinatra, a personal friend, whom Gordon had first met twelve years before. Gordon had made, and lost, a fortune.

			But to bring Elvis Presley to Australia would be Lee Gordon’s finest achievement. And it would also be an incredible coup. Apart from a few singalongs while serving Uncle Sam in Germany, where he was still stationed, the man nicknamed ‘Elvis the Pelvis’ had never performed outside North America. And it was Gordon’s big chance to become the first promoter to change that. He had the inside running; he’d already promoted two short American tours by Presley. Gordon had secured the first, in April 1957, with the benefit of a suitcase containing US$100,000 in cash, a gift from Gordon to Presley’s manager Tom Parker. Lee Gordon knew how to grease wheels. To secure the second tour, Gordon’s gift had been a kangaroo – a wallaby, in fact – that wasn’t such a hit. (‘It’s like a big rat!’ shouted Elvis, who wanted nothing to do with the jet-lagged marsupial.)

			Now it was August 1959 and once again, via his remarkable powers of persuasion, Gordon was in a room with Parker, trying to negotiate a deal for a Presley Australian tour. They were staying in Honolulu at the Hawaiian Village, a hotel owned by the very wealthy and seriously connected Henry Kaiser, also a friend of Frank Sinatra. Gordon was hoping to set up a once-in-a-lifetime deal, yet again aided by a bag containing enough money to win over Presley’s manager, the man known as the Colonel.

			Though worlds apart in matters of style and demeanour, Gordon saw a lot of himself in Parker. The Colonel was a former dog catcher, a gruff man with a past that was just as mysterious as that of Lee Gordon. Was he really a colonel? Was he even an American? No one knew for sure, just as no one was absolutely sure about Gordon’s background. But how could fellow hustler Gordon not admire a man who once boasted about selling 900 pairs of army surplus binoculars at a 10 per cent mark-up at an Elvis show, even though they didn’t work properly? ‘But they looked good,’ chuckled Parker. Fair enough.

			Both men were gamblers: Parker on the tables of Las Vegas, Gordon as the high-flying promoter of what he called his Big Shows, which had made him a celebrity in his adopted home of Sydney. Successful Big Shows had netted Gordon hundreds of thousands of dollars, while his flops caused even bigger losses. Regardless of the bottom line, Gordon thrived on the risks involved. He functioned at his best when debtors were knocking down his door, and right now the Big Show bank balance was deep in the red. ‘When the chips were down and the shows were going badly,’ explained Gordon’s Big Show colleague Max Moore, ‘he became inspired, working like a man possessed. It sounds strange, but he was an unusual man.’

			Looking on in Honolulu was Eddie Sherman, a reporter from The Honolulu Advertiser. Lee Gordon may have lacked little in the ego department – ‘He was quite an egomaniac,’ said Max Moore – but he didn’t enjoy being interviewed. He’d much rather have been piecing together his next tour, working on a bold new marketing strategy or mixing it up with the rich and famous. But he did reveal a few things to Sherman. Gordon told him that he’d just divorced his fourth wife. (Not quite true.) He had plans to buy an Australian radio station, open a drive-in restaurant and build hotels.

			‘And I’ve offered the Colonel US$300,000 for Elvis to tour Australia,’ Gordon said matter-of-factly. ‘I’m pretty sure he’ll go for it. This is the largest offer ever made.’

			It was triple the amount Gordon had paid Frank Sinatra for his 1955 Australian tour. He’d sweetened the Presley deal – if that was even possible – with a pair of kangaroo-skin cowboy boots, a gift for the Colonel.

			Sherman was impressed by Gordon, describing him as a combination of Academy Award–winning producer Mike Todd and circus impresario P.T. Barnum. Sherman made his readers aware that Gordon had promoted about 40 international shows in Australia and that his company, Big Show Pty Ltd, had taken in some US$4 million in just a few years. These were huge numbers, big business. ‘Everything he touches turns to gold,’ wrote Sherman.

			But despite Gordon’s assurances that the Elvis tour was going to happen – he even set a date of June 1960 when he spoke with the Sydney press, declaring that ‘I’m going to put him out at the Showground’, where he anticipated a crowd of 150,000 – it was never destined to be. For once his Midas touch didn’t work. Though Parker was tempted by the rivers of gold that were being offered by Gordon – and he loved the boots – he was never going to let Elvis, his ‘boy’, play shows outside of North America. He called Gordon soon after the promoter returned to Sydney.

			‘Thanks,’ Parker growled down the telephone line, ‘but no thanks.’

			The Colonel’s explanation was that Elvis’s ‘window’ – his time between Hollywood commitments – was just too narrow. And he had a series of movies in the works; he simply didn’t have the time. But that wasn’t the whole truth. Parker was more worried about some awkward details of his own life being disclosed if he left the US.

			Gordon was left with little more than a necktie, a gift from Parker. Even though he was more an open-necked-shirt kind of guy, Gordon kept the tie as a memento, a reminder of Elvis Presley, the one that got away. The only one that got away.

		


		
			1.

			‘I was a sixteen-year-old kid organising a one-night stand in a hick town.’

			When Lee Gordon alighted from the first-class cabin of Pan Am flight PA182 on 30 September 1953, he told Mascot immigration officials that, yes, he was Lee Lazar Gordon from Detroit, Michigan, and that he’d been born on 8 March 1923. On the Alien Certificate Form that he completed on arrival, Gordon left the ‘Previous Name (if any)’ space blank.

			However, there was a second, less likely version of his life story that he freely shared with Sydney accountant Alan Heffernan, who’d become Gordon’s capo, his 2IC, working closely with him during the heyday of the ‘Big Shows’ from the mid-1950s to the early 1960s. He told Heffernan that his real name was actually Leon Lazar Gevorshner and that he’d been born in Florida’s Coral Gables six years earlier than recorded, in 1917.

			Gordon also told Heffernan that his Polish-born father, Louis, had committed suicide amid the chaos of the Wall Street Crash of 1929 and that his mother Jeanette remarried, to a Detroit man named Merrick. It was then, Gordon said to Heffernan, that he changed his name to Lee Gordon. To muddy the waters just a little more, on all his travel documentation, Gordon would refer to Jeanette by her family name, which was Lopate. No mention of Gordon or Merrick.

			When his father died, as Gordon continued to tell Heffernan, the only thing he inherited from him was his asthma, which he said enabled him to avoid service during World War II (although the real cause was high blood pressure and diabetes). Gordon also confided to Heffernan (and others) that his father’s death was a signifier: he believed that he, too, wasn’t destined to stick around for long. Gordon sensed that there was a dark cloud hovering over him and that was why he chose to live life in top gear. ‘Lee knew he was going to drop off early,’ said Harry M. Miller, who was a fledgling promoter in awe of Gordon when they first met.

			If people thought Gordon had two names, and was hiding some kind of secret life, that was perfectly fine with him. He made a point of never letting the facts interfere with a good story, and he understood the value of hype even before the term existed. Regardless of his real name, to his future Australian employees – even to Elvis Presley – he was known as Mr Gordon, or simply Lee to a select few. Occasionally, under their breath, some people referred to him as ‘that crazy American’. Frank Sinatra chose to call him ‘Charlie’.

			One thing was clear: Gordon wasn’t destined for the spotlight, unlike the famous acts he would one day promote. As a young man, his features were painfully normal. His conservatively cut hair was brown, as were his eyes, and he didn’t grow to be especially imposing – he stood five foot nine inches (175 centimetres) tall as an adult – while his overall appearance was best described as average, even bland. He had small but distinguishable scars on his upper lip and his nose, and a nose job sometime during the 1950s only slightly improved his features. But while Gordon would never be a star, he certainly helped hundreds of other stars shine very brightly; the biggest names in showbiz gravitated to him, like bees to nectar. And everyone made bags of money in the process.

			***

			Michigan’s Highland Park High School was not known as a breeding ground for future entrepreneurs such as Lee Gordon. Its core business was educating the children of employees of the nearby Ford motor plant, which had been pumping out thousands of Model Ts since the early 1900s. Designed by prolific industrial architect Albert Kahn, the 240,000-square-metre plant was nicknamed ‘the Crystal Palace’ because to first-time visitors it looked as though it was made of glass. At its peak, some 70,000 workers were employed there.

			Most of Lee Gordon’s Highland Park classmates were destined to finish school and end up employed at the plant. An automobile repair lab had even been added to the school campus in 1927, as if to remind many of the 3000 students of their immediate future. But Lee Gordon had no intentions of further lining the pockets of Henry Ford.

			While still at school, Gordon had promoted his first show, in 1939. It was a jazz concert staged at an ice rink in the city of Muskegon, on the shore of Lake Michigan. The show itself was forgettable, but on the day, Gordon made his first important connection when he met a press agent and first-rate hustler named Benn F. Reyes. Of all the colourful identities Lee Gordon met during his short life, Reyes was perhaps the most influential. A reporter described Reyes as ‘short, dark and handsome, a miniature of wrestler Chief Little Wolf’. He was also a man who, over time, would nurture relationships with some of the biggest names in entertainment and prove to be a hell of a guru for Gordon.

			A native of San Francisco, 24-year-old Reyes talked a big game. ‘I started as a kid doing special exploitation for movies, see,’ Reyes explained in an interview, outlining how he would bring a bit of Hollywood when he staged big events in small towns, ‘searchlights and all’. He would boast to a reporter that his first major break came when he was employed by the publicity director for San Francisco’s Golden Gate International Exposition, also staged in 1939. Why did he get the job? Because, in Reyes’ words, he ‘had a reputation of being a hot shot press agent’ and the task the director had in mind was ‘a special job’ that only he could handle. His task was to sell a million $1 entry tickets. And quickly.

			Reyes organised a telephone campaign among his friends, asking everyone he knew to overload the local exchange with calls enquiring about the Expo – exactly the kind of move that Lee Gordon would one day employ. Reyes’ strategy worked perfectly and the next day the local newspapers were full of reports about the problems with the San Francisco phone system – and every report seemed to mention the exposition Reyes was promoting. As he explained, it made people conscious of the event. Brand recognition was crucial – and Reyes sold his tickets. Telephone campaigns would become an important part of Lee Gordon’s strategies to flog product.

			In the type of outrageous stunt that Lee Gordon would one day emulate, Reyes once devised a plan to return the humble horse ‘to the consciousness of the people’ after he read that they were no longer allowed to cross the San Francisco Bay Bridge. Reyes found a willing accomplice to dress as a cowboy and ride his steed across the bridge, as cars swerved around him, beeping their horns, the drivers yelling insults. ‘He was a little crazy,’ Reyes explained of his friend. About halfway across the bridge, the rider and his mount were stopped by police, who tied the horse to their car and instructed the cowboy to walk the six miles to the police station, where he was jailed. The story was all over the newspapers the next day. It was another media victory for Reyes – as was the time he arranged a Lady Godiva-type stunt in San Francisco, much to the surprise of onlookers, which culminated in the horse bolting with its nude rider clinging on for dear life and the police giving chase down Market Street, the city’s main drag. ‘It was an awful mess,’ Reyes chuckled.

			Reyes’ Lady Godiva re-enactment came during his two years spent working closely with a firebrand named Sally Rand. She was the legendary ‘fan dancer’ of San Francisco, the star of Sally Rand’s Nude Ranch, which was based in the city’s Music Box burlesque hall. When asked about her controversial, trailblazing career, the oft-arrested Rand summed herself up simply by stating: ‘I’m a girl from the Ozarks who likes going barefooted … up to the chin.’

			For such a young man, Reyes kept some impressive company. Lee Gordon couldn’t have found a better mentor on that chilly day in Muskegon.

			***

			While Reyes headed to the Pacific to serve as a combat cameraman in the US Air Force during World War II – he saw action in the Philippines and then in Japan, flying over Hiroshima and Nagasaki days after the cities were flattened – Lee Gordon headed south, to the University of Miami. The campus was based in Coral Gables, where Gordon may have been born, depending on which version of events he was favouring at the time. The university’s alumni included lawyer Vincent Bugliosi, who prosecuted mass murderer Charles Manson, as well as numerous district court judges and state attorneys and, later, entertainers such as Dwayne ‘The Rock’ Johnson and Latina crossover star Gloria Estefan.

			Lee Gordon was a highly gifted student, without doubt – a big man on campus. He graduated with a Bachelor of Business Administration degree and a cum laude distinction in June 1944, smiling boyishly from the pages of the university’s Ibis yearbook. An award-winning member of the Alpha Kappa Psi fraternity, he was also on the Dean’s Honors List for the spring semester in 1941–42. That honour was granted to only 47 students for receiving a B-plus or better average during that period. He enrolled in graduate law school in 1945 but opted to go into business soon after.

			Gordon continued to promote shows while he studied, although not with any great success. He worked briefly with a travelling carnival company operating out of Tampa, Florida, known as Royal American Shows, promoting a performance of Shakespeare in the Round. Curiously, one of Royal American Shows’ former employees was Tom Parker (not yet calling himself the Colonel), a seasoned ‘carny’ whose main task while with the company was selling toffee apples. By the time Parker left Royal American in 1938, he had a solid grasp of how things worked in America’s south and Midwest, knowledge that would prove to be crucial when he began managing Elvis Presley. Sally Rand, the fan dancer/provocateur who worked closely with Gordon’s friend Benn Reyes, also performed in some of Royal American’s shows.

			As for Gordon, while still studying he tried to arrange performances by swing band greats Benny Goodman and Glenn Miller. Gordon’s approach showed that he still had plenty to learn: he simply dialled up the Music Corporation of America (MCA) office in Chicago and asked, ‘I’d like to book Benny Goodman.’ When told that wasn’t possible, Gordon didn’t give up. ‘Well then,’ he said, completely unfazed, ‘I’d like to book Glenn Miller, please.’ Neither came through. Further down the road, Gordon would laugh at his naivete. ‘I was a sixteen-year-old kid organising a one-night stand in a hick town.’

			The one act that Gordon did manage to promote during this time was Theodore Salvatore Fiorito. Using the stage name Ted Fio Rito, he was a composer, orchestra leader and keyboardist who’d built an audience via his radio appearances in the 1920s and 1930s, along with recordings made for various record labels. Future Hollywood starlet Betty Grable had been one of several vocalists in the Fio Rito’s orchestra. But Gordon had no idea how to promote Fio Rito. In fact, Gordon admitted that he had little idea who he was, and the returns from the show barely covered the cost of his call to MCA in Chicago.

			***

			By the mid-1940s, now having left university, Gordon took the first of many unexpected career moves. While Benn Reyes had returned to civilian life, spruiking the dirt-track-racer-cum-marketing pioneer Earl ‘Madman’ Muntz, Gordon headed south of the border – way south of the border, all the way to Lima, Peru. His trip was inspired by a magazine story he’d read about the South American country of some 8 million people. Peru, under the leadership of president Manuel Prado Ugarteche, was enjoying a period of relative calm that was known as the Democratic Spring (despite the occasional border skirmish with Ecuadorian forces). Peru had remained neutral during World War II, although it leaned towards the Allies.

			However, building a business in Lima proved to be a huge challenge for an American such as Gordon, as he’d discover during his short time in the Peruvian capital. As Gordon would one day tell a reporter from The Honolulu Advertiser, Peru simply wasn’t the right place for him. ‘Besides,’ said Gordon, ‘I couldn’t speak the language very well.’ The only act of note that Gordon promoted during his time there was Spanish-born bandleader Xavier Cugat, a prominent figure in the globalisation of Latin music.

			After just eight months in South America, Gordon was moving on again, this time to Havana, Cuba. With president Ramón Grau San Martín enjoying a second term at the helm, the country was flourishing; Havana, the capital, was being promoted as the Paris of the Caribbean, a playground for pleasure seekers. There’d been numerous luxury nightclubs, casinos and mansions built in Havana during the 1930s to cater to the tastes of tourists and wealthy locals – Havana boasted the third-largest middle class in the Southern Hemisphere – and when Gordon arrived, the city generated more income than Las Vegas, Nevada. Gambling and corruption were rife, and, not surprisingly, figures in US organised crime such as Meyer Lansky and Santo Trafficante Jr would follow the money and expand their operations to Havana. As would Charles ‘Lucky’ Luciano.

			Looking out over the city from its site atop Taganana Hill was the Hotel Nacional de Cuba, an eight-storey Spanish-style sprawl of some 45,000 square metres in total. Opened in 1930, the Hotel Nacional was operated by Chicago developer Arnold Kirkeby as part of his Kirkeby Hotels chain. And the Hotel Nacional would be the site for Lee Gordon’s next step up the entrepreneurial ladder, with a little help from the Mob.

			***

			Italian-born ‘Lucky’ Luciano, whose career in the underworld began as part of the Five Points Gang, a brutal early-twentieth-century New York City street crew, now resided at the Hotel Nacional. Luciano had recently been sprung from Sing Sing prison, where he’d been serving a 30-to-50-year stretch for being the kingpin of a massive prostitution ring. His sentence had been commuted in exchange for intelligence he provided to the US Navy during World War II. Upon his release he’d been deported to Italy in early 1946, but did a swift U-turn and secretly arrived in Cuba in October 1946. He duly set up base in the elegant Hotel Nacional.

			Frank Sinatra, the 31-year-old pride of Hoboken, New Jersey, arrived in Cuba in mid-February 1947, and met with Luciano. Sinatra was accompanied by three mobsters – brothers Charles, Rocco and Joseph Fischetti, cousins of Al Capone – and was carrying US$1 million in cash, seed money for new Mafia operations in Havana. Sinatra, of course, spent much of his life denying that he had any Mob connections, although his visit to Havana was mentioned in an FBI report and in a column by reporter Robert Ruark. Under the headline ‘Sinatra’s Vacation’, he wrote: ‘I am frankly puzzled as to why Frank Sinatra … chooses to spend his vacation in the company of notorious, convicted vice operators … the likes of Lucky Luciano.’

			It was during Sinatra’s four-day visit that Lee Gordon made a hugely important connection, his first big break. Now a few months into his time in Havana, Gordon had set up a small import–export business flying flowers and cigars to the USA, using local airlines as his couriers. (‘It was a pioneering operation,’ observed Bruce Smee in his profile of Gordon.) The International Air Transport Association (IATA), a trade conglomerate of more than 50 airlines from 30 different countries, was conveniently based in Havana and Gordon took full advantage.

			Gordon managed to swing an introduction to Sinatra at the Nacional during his Havana visit, with a little help from Luciano, who Gordon had met at the hotel. Gordon one day recalled how he watched as Sinatra posed for photos ‘with his gangster friends’ who were in Havana. As Gordon later informed his friend Benn Reyes, he talked a good game during his brief meet and greet with Sinatra. ‘He was in terrific spirits,’ said Gordon, who firmly believed that he’d made an impression on the singer ‘that could be of assistance in future dealings’.

			Gordon made vague overtures to Sinatra about having him appear at the Nacional, even though it’s unlikely that Gordon was responsible for bookings at the hotel. Sinatra was currently earning close to US$100,000 per week on the strength of his live performances, which even in cashed-up Havana was a hefty payday.

			Sinatra pointed out to Gordon that the powerful New York–based agency MCA handled all his live bookings. ‘Maybe some other time, Charlie,’ Sinatra told Gordon, before boarding a flight back to the USA.

			Ol’ Blue Eyes had no idea how prescient his comment would be.

		


		
			2.

			‘He changed my whole life, and part of the Australian way of life.’

			After his stint in Cuba, Gordon decided to return to the USA – and the timing of his return was perfect because a revolution was taking place. By the early 1950s, some 6 million Americans owned televisions, their sets tuned to such hit programs as I Love Lucy and The Ed Sullivan Show. Radio, once the primary source of household entertainment, was dead. Television was king. (‘Stop staring at your radio!’ was the slogan for a popular TV ad of the day.) It was no great surprise, given Gordon’s talent for hustle and natural radar for trends, that his next business venture was flogging TVs.

			Come 1950, Gordon was again residing in Detroit. He was living in an apartment on West Grand Boulevard in the city with his wife, June, a native of Lakeview, New York, who was a year older than Lee. Gordon found work with a company peddling television sets and electrical goods – in the 1950 census he listed his occupation simply as ‘salesman’. Again, depending on which Gordon version of events you chose to believe, the company was called either the House of Grams or the House of TVs. Gordon’s sales methods were savvy – he utilised the postal system, mailing thousands of vouchers to potential customers that could be redeemed in the stores. One mailout included the knob for a TV set with a note that read, ‘Call and we’ll show up with the rest of the set.’ Again, it was techniques like these that Gordon would use to great effect when he set up shop in Sydney a few years down the line.

			It was while selling TVs that Gordon met the next key player in his story. Arthur Schurgin was a dark-haired, bespectacled Detroit native, born in 1921, who was director of advertising for the company that employed Gordon. The energetic Schurgin was well-educated – he held at least two degrees, including one in law, from Wayne State University – and worldly, having served in the US Army Air Corps during World War II.

			Part of Arthur Schurgin’s role with the company was to hit the road promoting Muntz TVs. ‘It’s as easy to work as a push button radio,’ Schurgin explained to a reporter from The Cincinnati Post. One of the best-selling TV sets of the time, the 1951 Muntz model came with just two control knobs – one for the power, the other for selecting the few stations that were currently broadcasting. Not only was its design simple, but the Muntz television was dirt cheap; they were the first black-and-white receivers to retail for less than US$100.

			The Muntz TV was the brainchild of ‘Madman’ Muntz, who just so happened to be working with spin doctor Benn Reyes, who Gordon had met back at Muskegon. Together, Muntz and Reyes dreamed up novel and innovative methods of promotion, using skywriting to sell their sets, as well as TV ads with animation and – ironically enough – radio promo spots. Muntz, maybe with a little help from Benn Reyes, was credited with inventing the term ‘TV’; he even named his daughter Tee Vee. (Much to the chagrin of the then Mrs Muntz, one of his seven ex-wives.) Lee Gordon looked on and learned.

			According to a story Lee Gordon related to Australian DJ Bob Rogers, the Detroit side of the business grew to such an extent that Gordon could afford to lease a private plane to travel between cities and spread the gospel of television. But a clash with the National Electrical Retailers Association brought an end to the operation. ‘Madman’ Muntz’s business also went into a tailspin; he lost some US$1.5 million between April and August 1953, and his financing was pulled. However, when asked how it felt to lose a fortune, he brushed it all off, sounding very much like Lee Gordon would one day. ‘It was so much damn fun making another one,’ Muntz insisted. His next big venture was four-track car audio systems, followed by something called home video.

			In Lee Gordon’s conversations with Australian journo Bruce Smee, he said that he had a stake in the Detroit TV business, which he sold for about US$500,000 – ‘the most money he ever made in his life’, Smee claimed. Gordon said that he invested his windfall in two failed Broadway shows, losing the lot. Benn Reyes backed this up when he spoke about Gordon with The Sydney Morning Herald in early 1955: ‘Lee produced two plays on Broadway, but he’s given up all his American interests now.’ While no records exist of Gordon’s Broadway investments, or his stake in the TV business, one thing was clear: he’d now found two great boosters in Schurgin and Reyes. And they would eventually become key players in Lee Gordon’s Australian odyssey.

			***

			After his adventures in the world of domestic appliances, Lee Gordon was back on the move. And once again he told different versions of how, on 30 September 1953, he made it to Australia, after leaving the US and spending some time in Canada. The most tantalising version – and the one that Gordon would readily share – was that he accepted a challenge from two American businessmen (most likely Reyes and Schurgin), who asked him: ‘Do you think you could establish a business without any financial backing?’ Gordon was up for it and shifted base to Canada, operating a retail business out of a penthouse suite in Toronto.

			Gordon told anyone willing to listen that the business was a roaring success, although again that’s almost impossible to prove. But something crucial did happen in Toronto: purely by chance, Gordon met an expat Australian, a car salesman, who offered him some unsolicited advice: ‘Go to Australia. Now. Business is booming!’

			As Gordon recalled, ‘We got talking about Australia and I was surprised to learn that the people in the major cities favoured American rather than English-style entertainment.’ Gordon learned that the only big American star who’d recently visited Australia was comic Bob Hope – and even then, it was purely by accident, because his plane had been forced to land on the NSW north coast while Hope was visiting nearby US service units.

			That car salesman ‘changed my whole life, and part of the Australian way of life’, Gordon would declare. ‘And the rub is that he probably doesn’t even know it.’

			Along with his wife June, Lee Gordon disembarked at Sydney airport on 30 September, travelling on a US passport that had been issued in Toronto three weeks earlier. They were just two more faces in the crowd. As one reporter would later retell, Gordon was simply ‘a short, dark man wearing a sweater under his plain draped suit. He had four suitcases and no reputation.’

			Gordon clearly had plans to hang about, because on his arrival documentation, when asked how long he intended to stay, he wrote: ‘Indefinite’. He stated that his occupation was ‘Salesman’, yet curiously – perhaps in order not to arouse too much interest from officials – he wrote ‘Tourist’, under ‘Intended Occupation in Australia’. Lee Gordon wouldn’t remain a tourist for very long.

			Gordon had met Ralph Rosenblum, who ran a Sydney family company called Royal Art Furnishing, and on his paperwork listed him as his ‘nearest relative, friend or business connection in Australia’. Rosenblum was an entrepreneur and a traveller, who’d spent time in the UK, the US and Canada, and maintained a plush lifestyle in Sydney’s leafy eastern suburbs. And it was as an employee of Royal Art that Lee Gordon made his first forays into Australian business.

			***

			Lee Gordon’s timing was yet again perfect. He had arrived in a country enjoying what was known as the ‘long boom’, with Sydney leading the way. Unemployment was at its lowest since World War II, inflation was running at just under 5 per cent and the basic wage for workers in the harbour city had recently been adjusted to £12 3s a week (12 pounds 3 shillings, or roughly $500 in current terms). Those in managerial positions could earn upwards of a healthy £1500 per annum. A two-bedroom semi at North Bondi (‘in excellent repair’, according to a listing) was going for £5750 – about $230,000 today – while in the posher parts of the eastern suburbs, £6250 would snap up a shiny new three-bedroom bungalow in Bellevue Hill (‘on the tramline’). Further west, cottages in such outer (and fast-growing) suburbs as Bankstown, Granville and Padstow could be had for a snip under £3000. The ‘great Australian dream’ of owning a home on a quarter-acre block – with a backyard for cricket in the summer and footy in the winter – was a reality for many of the 1.82 million people now living in and around Sydney. A winning ticket in the NSW State Lottery would make home ownership a lot easier: it paid a handy windfall of £6000.

			On 30 September 1953, the day Lee Gordon landed in Sydney, the weather was balmy, the temperature tipping the 21-degree mark. Customs officials at Mascot were boasting about having cleared 142 passengers in two hours from three arrivals, one of them Gordon’s flight, the other two having originated in London and Tokyo. A few miles east, on the beach at Bondi, authorities were on the lookout for overly revealing ‘bikini swimsuits’. ‘I don’t think bikinis will ever be allowed on Bondi,’ declared beach inspector Aub Laidlaw. ‘We want to keep it respectable.’ Lee Gordon must have felt as though he’d hit the jackpot as he stepped off his flight: it was a hell of a contrast from chilly Canada, or yet another bleak winter in his hometown of Detroit.

			As the horrors of the Depression and World War II started to fade, relaxation and entertainment were on the minds of most Sydneysiders. In the spring of 1953, Rosemary Clooney was packing them in at Sydney’s State Theatre with her leading role in the film The Stars Are Singing, while local actors Chips Rafferty and Charles ‘Bud’ Tingwell, alongside James Mason and Richard Burton, were doing lively business at the Manly Hoyts – one of dozens of suburban cinemas – with their war epic The Desert Rats. On stage at the Savoy in Bligh Street, The 7 Deadly Sins was in its ‘4th record breaking week’, its poster carrying a warning that the production was ‘For Adults Only – not to be exhibited before persons under 18 years’. The songs of the moment at Palings Records (with ‘2 modern departments’) were Nelson Eddy’s ‘The Magic of Your Love’ and Lyn Fontaine’s rendition of ‘The White Cliffs of Dover’.

			In the back pages of The Sydney Morning Herald, an ad for Zest chlorophyll deodorant tablets promised 36 hours of odour-free underarms and breath. Their pitch was to ‘Zest before dancing!’, which was aimed squarely at those planning a big night at the Trocadero on George Street. The nightclub offered ‘popular dancing’ until late on Wednesday, Saturday and Sunday evenings. In Kings Cross, powerbrokers Abe Saffron and Sammy Lee ran such after-hours joints as the Roosevelt Club (where Sammy got pinched for serving black-market booze). Soon enough, Lee Gordon would get to know both these men very well.

			While it was an exciting time to be a Sydneysider, the citizens of the city were missing out on one key experience. They could only see such American stars of the day as Frank Sinatra or Abbott and Costello on the big screen or hear them on the radio. The notion of experiencing these celebrities in person, on stage, was pretty much unimaginable. Instead, Australians had to make do with local favourites like Roy Rene and Jack Davey. But Lee Gordon would change all that.

			***

			The Gordons bounced between lodgings during their early days in Sydney. They briefly stayed at Ushers Hotel in the CBD and then spent some time at a Mediterranean-styled spread in Darling Point called Glen Ascham, which had been converted into a private hotel. Worth some £80,000, Glen Ascham was run by Beverley and David Stewart Dawson, Sydney property tycoons, who owned a good chunk of the Strand Arcade and ran the upscale Ambassadors Restaurant in Pitt Street.

			The Gordons would also lodge, for a short time, at the Potts Point apartment of Israel ‘Jack’ Rooklyn, a colourful local identity described in the Australian Dictionary of Biography as a ‘vaudeville entertainer, gambling entrepreneur, yachtsman and criminal’. Rooklyn conducted a lively trade in poker machines, known locally as ‘one-armed bandits’, and was currently taking care of business in Singapore. By a stroke of good fortune, Gordon had landed smack dab amid well-heeled and extremely well-connected Sydney.

			Gordon snagged a job with Ralph Rosenblum’s Royal Art Furnishing, which sold electrical and other household appliances from a showroom on Pitt Street. They also had an outlet on the main shopping strip in Wollongong, a city two hours to the south of Sydney with a fast-expanding population of mainly European immigrants, many of whom were setting up house in the surrounding suburbs. Everyone was a potential Royal Art customer.

			Gordon now had the chance to put into action, for the first time in Australia, some of the marketing strategies he’d learned from Benn Reyes and Art Schurgin. Among these were campaigns that ran in such dailies as The Sydney Morning Herald, encouraging potential customers to clip out a coupon and explain, in 25 words or less, why they should win one of the Royal Art appliances that were up for grabs. Gordon would collate all the information gleaned from the entries and form what might well have been the country’s first mailing list. While the winner claimed the appliance of their choice, 50 other hopefuls received a voucher for £10, which could only be redeemed in Royal Art’s city showroom. It was a classic case study of Savvy Marketing 101.

			It was during his time with Royal Art Furnishing that Gordon first encountered Max Moore, a 30-year-old native of rural Glen Innes, who currently worked at Sydney firm Typewriter Advice and Supply Company. One morning, Gordon pretty much exploded into Moore’s office, explaining that he needed immediate help with his latest promotion. This fast-talking, sharply dressed American left a huge impression on Moore, who would write in his memoir that he sensed straightaway that ‘Lee was a big picture guy’. This encounter with Gordon convinced Moore that there had to be more to life than flogging typewriters. He was bedazzled by what he described as Gordon’s ‘combination of style, ego and limitless enthusiasm’ and hoped to one day work for the American. Moore described him as ‘one of the most charismatic men I ever met’.

			Gordon also worked for a company called Mason-Dixon, which was based on Broadway in the city. The ads that Gordon designed, which appeared in such widely read magazines as The Australian Women’s Weekly, were again very persuasive. ‘Free! Every Week!’ ran an exclamation-mark-heavy half-page promo in the 7 April 1954 edition. ‘Just complete this sentence in 25 words or less … “I would like to own a … because …”’ Alongside the text (and a whole lot of small print) ran images of a fridge, a washing machine and a radiogram. The tone of the ad was persuasive and reassuring: ‘It’s easy to enter … easy to win!’

			Back at their Sydney HQ, Gordon had obtained three dozen phone lines from the Postmaster-General’s Department and employed dozens of ‘telephone girls’, as they were known, who armed themselves with the phone book and cold-called the city’s housewives, selling everything Mason-Dixon had to offer. Sometimes they’d ask a simple question – ‘Who is the Premier of New South Wales?’ – and a correct answer would win the respondent a voucher to spend in the store. Again, it was a revolutionary marketing method; the notion of dedicated call centres was still years off in the future. ‘He changed the whole style of retailing,’ observed Alan Heffernan, who at the time was a mild-mannered Parramatta accountant.

			When Mason-Dixon hosted in-store promotions, there’d be queues of shoppers five and six deep outside the shopfront on Broadway, pushing and shoving trying to get inside. ‘You had to be there to believe the crowds he attracted to those stores,’ said Heffernan. Just like Max Moore, Heffernan was very taken by Gordon; he’d never met anyone like him. ‘Lee was a human dynamo, no doubt about it.’

			Lee Gordon, however, had grander plans than flogging whitegoods; he wanted to have a crack at the world of entertainment promotion. But there remained one big roadblock: the Australian taxation system.

		


		
			3.

			‘It’s like a Stradivarius. Don’t touch a single timber.’

			In December 1953, Lee Gordon first met Alan Heffernan. Originally from Lithgow, Heffernan, who’d spent six years in the army during World War II, was a tax expert. He’d been recommended to Gordon by two of his colleagues from Royal Art, Victor Mahon and Pat Garvan. Gordon and Heffernan were vastly different characters. Gordon was daring, well-travelled, a big spender, whereas Heffernan was solid, responsible and thrifty, a married man with two young children living in the suburbs. But over time they’d forge a powerful, trailblazing partnership.

			‘Lee had the dreams, the ideas and the inspiration,’ wrote Max Moore, ‘but with the mechanics he was hopeless. [Heffernan] was a terrific figures man.’

			Gordon had asked to meet Heffernan for advice on the Australian tax system, because while the retail business was booming, so was his tax bill. Gordon also wanted to get a feel for what the tax situation would be if he started promoting artists. In short, as Gordon understood it, an international artist currently had to pay tax twice: once upon entering the country and again on leaving, after fulfilling their contract. This was one of the reasons – along with the sheer distance – that few Americans acts toured Australia.

			But their initial meet at Gordon’s place didn’t start well. Gordon didn’t grasp who Heffernan was at first and brushed him off. ‘I was rather shocked to be greeted brusquely, bluntly, rudely,’ said Heffernan. But Gordon’s manner changed completely when Heffernan explained why he was there. ‘He apologised,’ said Heffernan, ‘and explained that he misunderstood the whole situation.’

			Heffernan, for his part, explained to Gordon that he understood the tax system well and he also knew, thanks to a friend inside the tax department in Canberra, that improvements to the system were afoot. These changes, as Heffernan explained to his host, would eliminate the existing ‘double tax’ hurdle. This was exactly what Gordon had hoped to hear.

			Things had been changing for Lee Gordon. He’d recently moved into a penthouse apartment on Longworth Avenue at Point Piper, which became his permanent Sydney residence. The apartment was owned by the jockey Rae ‘Togo’ Johnstone, the first Aussie rider to win the English Derby, who rode mostly on the continent, and Gordon paid the princely sum of £50 a week rent. Popular 2UE DJ Jack Davey was Gordon’s neighbour; Davey’s boat, named Sea Mist, was moored outside, and when Gordon got to know Davey and his Big Shows became the toast of the town, he’d use the boat to entertain his famous guests. (Liberace almost got taken by sharks when he jumped out of the boat and into the waters off Manly’s Quarantine Station.)

			Gordon’s wife June, meanwhile, had returned to America; they’d eventually divorce. Gordon’s new partner was Christine Hoskins, a beautiful young woman who’d been working as a cigarette girl at a Sydney nightclub when they first met.

			Alan Heffernan was impressed by both the surrounds – it was a picturesque waterfront property, with a well-stocked bar and shag-pile rugs on the floor – and the company Gordon was currently keeping. ‘Christine had one of those hourglass figures that could cause traffic accidents,’ he said. The bond that Christine had with Gordon was strong and they’d stay together for several high-flying years.

			During Gordon and Heffernan’s first get-together, Lee had a proposal.

			‘Alan,’ he said, ‘I want you to take over all my business affairs.’

			Heffernan agreed, thinking he’d simply add Gordon to his existing list of clients. But soon enough Gordon and Heffernan would be collaborators in an enterprise that would redefine the world of entertainment in Australia.

			Within months of their first get-together, the tax system had been modified, as Heffernan had foreseen. Touring artists from the US would no longer be taxed twice when working in Australia. In its place, the Income Tax (International Agreement) Act became law, a reciprocal deal between the Australian and US governments, which eliminated this prohibitive form of taxation. The path was now clear for Lee Gordon to stage his first Big Show.

			***

			Gordon may have hit whitegoods paydirt, but he needed serious financial backing if he was to get into the entertainment biz. He duly contacted his American mentors, Art Schurgin and Benn Reyes. Gordon had a plan. He wanted to introduce Australian audiences to something they’d never witnessed before: a show – a Big Show – featuring several popular US acts performing a number of concerts at the one venue in Sydney, for as many paying customers as possible. It’d be a parade of stars unlike anything the city had ever witnessed before. Perhaps Gordon would be able to take the artists to other capital cities as well. The sky was the limit.

			Schurgin and Reyes joined him in Australia to help fund (and co-produce) the first production. They also reached out to their contacts at various powerful US talent firms, such as the William Morris Agency and MCA, and promised healthy paydays for their clients if they agreed to tour Australia.

			With Reyes acting as spokesman, Gordon’s first Big Show was introduced to the Australian public via a series of press interviews during the winter of 1954. In late July, he would bring to Australia a quartet of US stars: Ella Fitzgerald, Buddy Rich, Jerry Colonna and Artie Shaw. The ensemble would be in the country for eight days, playing shows in Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane.

			In a conversation with The Age on 10 July 1954, Reyes insisted that there was a natural synergy at work. ‘Australia,’ he said, ‘has a great untapped audience for the right type of American entertainment. Stars are keen to come here.’ Reyes, who’d spent time working in Hollywood, also made the point that some marquee names could use the money. ‘Hollywood does not work on long-term contracts anymore,’ Reyes said. ‘Big names have tax troubles … they need money and are anxious to come.’

			Like the very jet-set Gordon, Reyes was no slouch when it came to his public image. His shirts were monogrammed, his cufflinks were made of pearl, and he wore an over-sized gold watch. On his finger was a ring that one gobsmacked journo noticed had a stone ‘about as big as a pullet’s egg’. (Americans!) A writer from The Sydney Morning Herald reported that Reyes had been a ‘showman all his life, even including the war years.’ Another journo described him as a ‘live-wire American press agent … short, dark and handsome’. Reyes was clearly the right man to spruik this new, exciting form of live entertainment, alongside Lee Gordon.

			Still working out of the same Sydney office at 15 Broadway that he’d used while flogging whitegoods, Gordon had a field day creating the press ads for the tour. He described Jerry Colonna as ‘America’s favourite comedian’, while Ella Fitzgerald was ‘the Sweetheart of Song’. Buddy Rich was the ‘top star of the Drum World’. Acclaimed New York multi-instrumentalist Artie Shaw might have had reason to feel underdone by Gordon, though. Beneath his name and photograph was written, simply, ‘His clarinet … with the orchestra’.

			‘This is the big show,’ Benn Reyes told The Age. ‘If this one goes [well], then we plan to bring out entertainers on a six-weekly basis.’ Reyes let it slip that next in line was American balladeer Johnnie Ray, whose stage act was so highly charged that he sometimes burst into tears – real tears – while Frank Sinatra, Nat King Cole and Mickey Rooney ‘have all agreed to come’, he said, although contracts hadn’t yet been signed. The only person to actually say no so far had been Bob Hope, who, as Reyes revealed, told him: ‘Hell! I can tour Australia for myself. Why should I do it for you?’ Reyes disclosed the huge fees the first four stars were guaranteed – US$10,000 each, plus return airfares – while he estimated that the first tour was costing their company some £30,000 to stage (£36,000, in the end). These were high stakes.

			‘People are interested in the personalities, not the back-cloths,’ Reyes told The Sydney Morning Herald, when asked about the venues they intended to use. ‘We can get into the stadiums between fights and wrestling matches.’

			Gordon and his team chose the venues for these shows wisely, as Reyes explained. ‘We picked the stadiums … because we wanted to let the most people see the stars for the smallest amount of money.’ They’d perform at the 5000-seat West Melbourne Stadium – a venue used mainly for fights that was nicknamed ‘The House of Stoush’ – and Brisbane’s 4500-capacity Festival Hall, while 11,000 fans could be shoehorned into the Sydney Stadium.

			In Sydney, ‘ringside’ seating cost 30 shillings, terrace seats cost 20 shillings, while tickets for ‘general’ seats, way back in the bleachers, were priced at 10 shillings (roughly $20 in 2023 numbers). Gordon and his backers were taking a risk – the typical premium ticket for live shows at such venues as the Tivoli and the Palladium went for no more than 12 shillings, while a ticket to the movies cost just a few shillings. But these were big names, international stars, the likes of which Australian audiences had rarely, if ever, seen in person.

			Gordon had struck up an arrangement with a company called Stadiums Limited, which operated the venues in Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane. Stadiums Limited was run by family of the recently deceased John Wren, a very well-connected and controversial Melburnian, who at various times had been a bookie, a fight promoter, a newspaper publisher and a political kingmaker. Wren was also the inspiration for John West, the central figure of Frank Hardy’s controversial 1950 novel Power Without Glory. Gordon paid just £500 per night for the use of each of Stadiums Limited’s venues, which was a bargain, given the amount of money his shows could potentially generate.

			Known colloquially as ‘The Old Tin Shed’, the Sydney Stadium, which was in the eastern suburb of Rushcutters Bay, had a colourful backstory. Originally an open-air venue, it had been purpose-built on the site of a former Chinese market garden for a 1908 world championship fight between Australian boxer Bill ‘Boshter’ Squires and American Tommy Burns. The bout was timed with the arrival of 16,000 US Navy sailors in Sydney, most of whom squeezed into the stadium for the fight (which Burns won by knockout in the thirteenth round). ‘Both men fought with a punctilious fairness that won the admiration of adverse barrackers,’ commented The Sydney Morning Herald.

			The fight ring was located in the middle of the stadium, surrounded by three levels of raked wooden seating: Ringside, which could hold about 2300; the Terrace, which seated some 3400; and, further out, the Bleachers, which could accommodate another 5000. A roof had been added to the stadium in 1912, but the venue had seen little in the way of upkeep over the ensuing 40-odd years. It was still used mainly for boxing and wrestling events. When Lee Gordon first laid eyes on the room, it was a neglected bunker, a local eyesore – ‘a ramshackle monstrosity of galvanised iron and timber’, according to a writer from Everybody’s magazine.

			But Gordon believed that the stadium was perfect for his Big Shows, primarily because it was really big – the largest room available in Sydney. To Gordon it was a classic case of bums on seats: simple mathematics. At the same time, the stadium was pretty much a barn, complete with rickety seats, sketchy acoustics and an unreliable revolving stage. (‘It was a stroke of genius,’ one wag wrote about the revolving stage. ‘It gave everyone an equally unsatisfactory view.’) Security and backstage facilities were virtually non-existent; performers were forced to run the gauntlet of eager fans to reach the stage, a challenge that was known locally as the ‘gladiator’s walk’ (although it was more of a sprint). Candles were used to illuminate the Exit signs, and this, combined with cigarette-smoking patrons, made for a huge fire hazard.

			Yet none of this mattered to Gordon. Prior to opening night, he spoke with a man named Harry Miller, who managed the venue. ‘It’s like a Stradivarius,’ Gordon told him, casting his eyes over the stadium. ‘Don’t touch a single timber.’

			***

			Early sales for Lee Gordon’s first Big Show in Sydney weren’t great. Locals took some convincing that these concerts would happen. For many it seemed unfathomable. American stars? Touring Australia? In person? Impossible. A rumour began circulating that there were no ‘live’ artists on their way; instead, a ticket would merely allow the bearer to hear the music of the artist on a sound system while seated in the stadium. Even the pre-tour newspaper reports seemed a bit starstruck – ‘Sydney Filmgoers to See Stars in the Flesh’ was one headline. Actually in the flesh!

			Ella Fitzgerald and her party of four, including her manager, Norman Granz, experienced a problem en route that almost derailed Gordon’s first Big Show before it even began. They were off-loaded from their trans-Pacific flight in Honolulu, allegedly due to aircraft trouble. ‘Stage Star Fails to Arrive from U.S.A.,’ announced The Sydney Morning Herald on 23 July. Fearing a disaster, Gordon sprang into action and soon organised a Qantas flight for the singer.

			Fitzgerald arrived late on 25 July and was greeted by a crowd of more than 1000 fans at Sydney airport, but she still missed the first two shows. She later sued Pan Am, citing racial prejudice, as she’d been prevented from re-boarding her flight after its stop in Honolulu. (Fitzgerald won her case in the US Court of Appeals.) Despite all of this, and even though the Big Shows were well received, venues were half-empty, and the tour lost money. A lot of money. In the wash-up, Gordon, Reyes and Schurgin dropped £11,000 on their £36,000 investment.

			Lee Gordon blamed the tour’s shortcomings on his choice of acts. ‘I could hardly have done worse if I had picked the names with a pin and finished up with Popeye the Sailor, Rin Tin Tin and Tarzan of the Apes. In fact,’ he added with a laugh, ‘I may have done better … But I am a gambler rather than a businessman.’

			Alan Heffernan, who worked on a freelance basis for Gordon during the first Big Show, put it down to a lack of experience – on his own part, as much as that of anyone else involved. Gordon was a big-picture kind of guy who wasn’t keen on doing promotional work, which he outsourced to Heffernan, an absolute beginner. ‘I knew nothing,’ Heffernan said, ‘and here I am, doing [promotion in] Sydney, Brisbane, everywhere.’

			DJ Bob Rogers, who’d soon join Sydney station 2UE and get to know Gordon, believed that while he was disappointed by the response to his first Big Show, it wasn’t the loss of money that bothered Lee Gordon. ‘What concerned him was that he thought that he’d been wrong in his judgement. And he hated being wrong.’

			Gordon had a sit-down with Heffernan after the tour ended. He had some questions about Australian audiences. ‘Do you think they’re really ready for American artists?’ Gordon asked. He wondered whether the tour’s financial failure was evidence that his timing was wrong. Heffernan had no clue. He was very new to the world of showbiz – in fact, he thought that the three weeks he’d just spent with Gordon would be all the business they’d ever conduct together. He didn’t know if there’d even be another Big Show.

			Lee Gordon had other ideas. He couldn’t give up now – and he had no back-up career plan. He’d told a few people that he’d alienated the wrong people while working in whitegoods in the USA and was in no hurry to return. Australia was his best shot. His only shot.

			Gordon called a very surprised Heffernan in early August 1954, inviting him to his apartment.

			‘Alan, we need to talk.’

			Lee Gordon had a new plan.

		


		
			4.

			‘Johnnie Ray’s a supreme showman. They’ll love him.’

			Over drinks at his harbourside apartment, Gordon spelled out his new strategy to Alan Heffernan.

			‘I’ve booked Johnnie Ray for a tour,’ Gordon said confidently. ‘He’s our next Big Show.’

			Heffernan was no showbiz expert but he did know when an artist was past his prime, and was convinced that was the case with Johnnie Ray. The American singer was a doleful type who, as one journalist noted, was an ‘attractive, fair-haired [man] with a mournful half-starved look’. His specialty was working himself into such a state that he cried real tears on stage. But it had been a few years since Ray’s last hit record and Heffernan couldn’t believe what Gordon had just told him.

			‘His days are over,’ Heffernan said to Gordon, pointing out that radio DJs had long stopped playing Ray’s soppy hits, such as 1952’s ‘The Little White Cloud That Cried’. Ray’s place as a pop idol had been usurped by such crooners as Tony Bennett and Perry Como. The public had moved on.

			But Lee Gordon was having none of it. He explained that his ex-wife June, with whom he stayed in touch, was a huge fan of the handsome – and partially deaf – 27-year-old Ray, a native of Dallas, whose teary stage act earned him the nickname ‘The Prince of Wails’ (or, sometimes, ‘The Nabob of Sob’). She’d seen him perform in New York and had been bowled over by the show. ‘You’ll never regret it if you promote a tour by Johnnie Ray,’ she told him, and that was enough for Gordon to put a deal in place.

			But Heffernan thought that if Gordon wanted to tour anybody right now, perhaps he should focus on bankable acts like Frank Sinatra, or Nat King Cole. They were big stars, household names. But Gordon wouldn’t budge. ‘Ray’s a supreme showman,’ insisted Gordon. ‘Don’t worry, Alan, we’ll be turning people away. They’ll love him.’

			Alan Heffernan suddenly found himself back in Lee Gordon’s employ.

			Gordon and his crew set up east-coast dates for Ray in September 1954. He’d tour with fellow Americans Peggy Ryan, who’d recently starred with Mickey Rooney in the musical All Ashore, along with stand-up comic, actor and voiceover artist Dave Barry, who’d entertained the troops with Bob Hope during World War II.

			In a rare interview with Gordon – he’d still rather have Benn Reyes speak with the press – he disclosed some eye-popping details of his upcoming Big Show to the local media, who lapped it up. Gordon said that Ray would be paid £12,000 for a week’s work in Australia, even more money than Ella Fitzgerald had received. Gordon boasted that it was the highest fee ever paid to an artist touring Australia. The press, naturally, were fascinated; one reporter asked Gordon how he managed to pay such big money. ‘For these artists,’ Gordon replied more than a little cryptically, ‘there is no actual transfer of dollars from Australia to America. I have plenty of dollars in America.’

			What Gordon was hinting at was a financial system that he would fine-tune over time, as his Big Shows grew more and more popular.

			Another arrangement Gordon had put in place was a steady supply of marijuana from various new contacts he’d made since arriving in Sydney. Among them was a Kings Cross local named Peter Freeman, who always knew exactly when a fresh stash had hit the streets. A dubious character, Freeman wasn’t allowed inside the Big Show offices – four starkly furnished rooms above the Rushcutters Bay post office – when Gordon eventually established a Sydney base. To Gordon, smoking pot was no big deal, just another part of the lush lifestyle he was leading, but to many who got to know him, it came as quite the shock when he smoked a joint as they talked shop.

			One night, while relaxing at a Sydney club operated by Abe Saffron, Gordon pulled a pack of ready-made joints (complete with filter) from his pocket and sparked one up, showing scant regard to the fact he was breaking the law. Sydney pianist Terry Wilkinson was in the club at the time, and looked on, his jaw almost dropping to the floor, while Gordon happily toked away. Clearly, the rules were very different for Lee Gordon.

			***

			To generate the big bucks he required to stay afloat, Lee Gordon needed to sell some Johnnie Ray tickets. And as Ray’s concert dates grew near, there were problems. Serious problems. When Ray and his manager Bernie Lang arrived in the country a few days before the first show on 10 September, Gordon checked in at the two key booking agencies in Sydney, Palings and Nicholsons, and learned that they hadn’t even generated £100 in sales. It was a disaster, and potentially the end of Lee Gordon’s Australian odyssey.

			Gordon and Heffernan again met for drinks at Lee’s apartment. Heffernan figured they were done for and came up with an escape plan, which he shared with Gordon, only half-jokingly. ‘Well, Lee, you’d better go back to America, and I’ll go to South America. We’ll never pay the bills. We’ll owe everybody money.’

			‘You give in too easy,’ Gordon told him with a shake of his head, and asked for a few hours to think things through. Heffernan left, unsure what to do next. Soon after, his phone rang. It was Gordon – and he had a new plan. ‘Alan,’ he said, ‘what we’re going to do is merchandise the show.’

			Merchandise the show? What exactly did this crazy Yank mean by that?

			It was now Saturday morning and Gordon asked Heffernan if he knew of any printers that might be open. Heffernan suggested Frank Edmonds at Publicity Press, who’d printed the program for the Ella Fitzgerald Big Show. But he reminded Gordon that businesses like Publicity Press didn’t work weekends.

			This didn’t concern Gordon, who told him to try anyway. ‘Get hold of him, Alan.’

			When Heffernan finally reached Edmonds, his response was predictable: there was no expletive-deleted way he would work on a Saturday. Gordon, not the kind of person to give up easily, particularly when his business was at risk, asked for the phone.

			‘Frank,’ he said. ‘It’s Lee Gordon. It’ll be triple time. Get the presses rolling.’

			‘No problem, Lee,’ replied a startled Edmonds.

			As Edmonds made his way to the workshop, Gordon and Heffernan set to work. They designed a flyer that not only promoted the Johnnie Ray show but, when presented at the box office, would entitle the bearer to two tickets for the price of one. It was known in the trade as a ‘two-fer’.

			When Gordon reached Publicity Press with the artwork, Edmonds asked how many copies he wanted printed.

			Gordon had done his calculations and figured he needed enough flyers for the combined population of the three cities – Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane – that Ray would visit. With a few extra thousand flyers factored in, just in case.

			‘Five million,’ Gordon replied matter-of-factly.

			Edmonds rolled his eyes, took a deep breath and got to work. It was triple time, after all.

			As the printing presses rolled, Gordon called Heffernan. He told him that they now needed to charter three aeroplanes, one for each of the cities that Ray was performing in. Time was paramount and to hell with the cost. ‘We’re going to have to drop these flyers from the air,’ Gordon explained. This was a technique that Gordon’s mentor Benn Reyes had used when he was an ambitious young promoter back in the States.

			Heffernan somehow managed to find three planes to charter and set in place what he described as ‘the greatest litter campaign you’ve ever seen in your life’. Come Monday morning and various east coast newspapers complained about thousands of mysterious flyers that somehow seemed to have fallen from the sky.

			The flyer-drop was textbook Lee Gordon, yet another of his cavalier – and groundbreaking – marketing methods, unlike anything ever tried before in the country. ‘There was no panic,’ Heffernan later wrote about Gordon and the Johnnie Ray crisis. ‘It was as if Lee had, in his mind, predicted the difficult situation he was now facing.’

			***

			Gordon had succeeded in spreading the word about Johnnie Ray, but he still found himself with many empty seats for opening night at the Sydney Stadium. Sharp as ever, Gordon handed out free tickets to employees of the tax office and the customs department, figuring that these were good people to keep onside. Their presence would also help create the impression that the stadium was full. (This was a promotion strategy known as ‘papering the house’.) Yet as Gordon took what would become his regular seat in the stadium, way up in the back of the room, looking out over the packed venue, he really didn’t know what to expect from Johnnie Ray when he stepped onto the stage on the night of Friday, 10 September. And even Lee Gordon, for all his optimism, couldn’t have anticipated the response that Ray garnered.

			‘The crowd went berserk,’ Alan Heffernan remembered.

			Bob Rogers, who Gordon had flown down from Brisbane for the show, was gobsmacked. ‘We saw him reaching down within himself,’ he’d write. ‘It was the most electrifying display of emotional showmanship I’d ever seen.’

			Ray’s stage act was a sensation. After virtually beating himself up to sing another of his emotionally charged songs, Ray would collapse in a heap, like a boxer who had just been knocked down, and a minder would rush on stage and help him to his feet. Ray would then stumble to a corner of the stage and take a drink before returning to the spotlight and continuing the onslaught.

			What the audience didn’t know was that while Ray may have looked like he was drinking water, he was, in fact, slugging vodka between songs. Ray collapsed about ten times during his set, which necessitated ten shots of vodka. But the booze didn’t hamper his performance; if anything, it heightened the fever-pitched emotions of the show. When he sang ‘Walking My Baby Back Home’, one of his signature songs, Ray stepped off the stage and into the audience, kissing and hugging starstruck fans, driving them even further into a frenzy. It was a free-for-all, a totally new sensation for Australian audiences. This was nothing like seeing Roy Rene at the Tivoli. ‘He whipped his audience to boiling point,’ said Bob Rogers.

			The 11,000 people inside the stadium couldn’t get enough, and when Ray left the stage, they stamped their feet and yelled and cheered for more. The noise of the audience was deafening; it was more like a fight night at the stadium. Ray returned and the crowd stayed on their feet as he, in the words of Bob Rogers, continued to give ‘the performance of his life’. At the rear of the stadium, Lee Gordon beamed like a man who’d won the lottery. ‘Look at all those people,’ he gasped.

			The next morning, the word spread so rapidly about ‘Mr Emotion’ that lines of eager ticket buyers stretched for hundreds of metres outside venues in Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane, as Gordon and his staff counted the box-office takings. Johnnie Ray was a must-see performer and Lee Gordon’s two-fer vouchers had become extremely valuable currency.

			When Ray performed in Brisbane a few days later, the volume of people milling about between the matinee and evening shows was so heavy that police were forced to intervene. ‘“Mr. Emotions” [sic] Stops City Traffic’ declared The Courier-Mail. At one point, fans lingering near the stage door broke through the police barrier and reached the singer, ripping off his tie and tearing at his shirt. Someone even made off with Ray’s pocket handkerchief.

			Ray’s core audience was young women, and he was seen by many as a pop idol – and a huge catch. Sydney daily The Sun ran a front-page story that declared: ‘Ray Wants Wife, But He’s Shy!’ When asked about this by a reporter, Ray replied that he had no specific taste in women and as for a life partner, well, he was prepared to wait until ‘the good Lord sees it come to pass’. To this, Ray added, ‘Sometimes I wish I were one of those gay, dashing types that just bowls [women] over.’

			It was an interesting choice of words, because while Johnnie Ray had been married in the past, he was gay. He’d been arrested for soliciting an undercover policeman in 1951, before his career exploded, but his secret had been kept very much in the closet, away from the public, and perhaps because of that it weighed heavily on the singer. (In 1952 he’d written and recorded a song called ‘A Sinner Am I’.) After some Australian shows, he would be inconsolable, sitting in his dressing room with Gordon, sobbing. ‘Why am I like I am?’ he’d ask out loud, as the promoter, who had no issues with homosexuality – and, according to at least one performer who worked for him, was bisexual – did his best to comfort him. ‘He was a mixed-up guy,’ said Alan Heffernan, who believed that Ray was embarrassed by his sexual persuasion.

			When the tour reached Melbourne, Ray’s offstage activities almost created a big problem for Gordon and his team. Ray and a friend had been drinking at the bar of the Savoy Plaza Hotel and were joined by a group of sailors. Ray invited everyone up to his suite, unaware that two vice cops – members of what was known as the ‘dog squad’ – were tailing his movements, having heard a whisper that he was gay. Homosexual acts were illegal in Victoria.

			Also keeping a watchful eye on Ray was an American named Bob Herrick, whose official role on the tour was ‘travel agent’ but who had in fact been hired by Gordon as the singer’s minder. When the vice cops pushed their way into Ray’s room, hoping to catch him in flagrante delicto, Herrick intervened. ‘These are my guests,’ he insisted, ‘not Johnnie’s.’ The cops retreated, but it was a very close call – an exposé such as this could have derailed the tour, and ruined Ray’s career.

			This near disaster certainly had no impact on Ray’s debut Australian tour because he was a hit, an absolute sensation. In Sydney alone, Ray played some twenty shows to full houses. Gordon’s belief that Ray was still a must-see act, despite a lack of recent hits, had been vindicated. The only downside for Gordon was that the ‘two-fer’ vouchers that had rained down on Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane had eaten into the tour’s bottom line. Not a lot of punters paid full price for their seats.

			***

			Over the course of the tour, Gordon had grown tight with Ray and his manager Bernie Lang. They liked Gordon’s unorthodox methods, his hip manner – Gordon often entertained Ray and his entourage after shows – and, of course, the serious payday he’d generated for Ray and Lang. Gordon ‘was a mix of both Mr Emotion and Mr Commotion’, said Alan Heffernan, and ‘both Bernie and Johnnie dug him’. 

			This connection would prove invaluable in the future for Gordon. He framed and hung a photo of the singer above his desk, a reminder of his first big hit as a promoter.

			Despite all the freebies, the Ray tour was still a substantial improvement financially on the Ella Fitzgerald shows and Gordon made a tidy profit this time. In Sydney alone he sold 250,000 tickets, an amazing achievement in a city of 1.8 million. The success convinced Gordon to officially establish his own company, Big Show Pty Ltd, with Arthur Schurgin as his business partner. Benn Reyes, too, would remain a key player in the business.

			Lee Gordon was a very persuasive man and he convinced Alan Heffernan that it was time to take a punt and give up the security of his suburban accountancy practice.

			‘Alan,’ he said, ‘I want you to be my general manager in charge of financial affairs.’

			‘Despite the risks involved,’ Heffernan wrote in his self-published memoir, Big Shows: The Lee Gordon Story, ‘the temptation was too much.’ He was in.

			Heffernan soon learned that his job description was very broad. Gordon wore very tight trousers, which his tailor had made; they were on-trend at the time. In fact, they were so tight that he had a favour to ask of his new employee. ‘Could you mind these for me, Alan?’ he would ask, handing Heffernan his keys and wallet. They wouldn’t fit in the pockets of his new strides.

			Gordon set up shop in a building on Bayswater Road in Rushcutters Bay, not too far from the Sydney Stadium, the scene of his first triumph. The office was in a lively part of town, close to the nightclubs and red-light strip of Kings Cross. Aussie actor Chips Rafferty drank at the nearby Mansions Hotel, and actor Peter Finch lived around the corner. There was also a gay contingent in the neighbourhood. It was as close to a bohemian patch as Sydney had in the mid-1950s, the perfect environment for a young jet-set promoter on the rise.

			As Gordon settled into his new digs, he realised that his timing had been perfect after all. As Bob Rogers wrote, ‘It was [Gordon] who started the Australian showbusiness momentum going in the 1950s.’ A whole new era had officially begun.

		


		
			5.

			‘I’m not married. I work hard and don’t get much time for outside interests.’

			Lee Gordon was the type of man who capitalised on his success. At the end of Johnnie Ray’s Australian tour, thanks to the strong relationship he’d forged with Bernie Lang and his star client, he promoted offshore dates for the singer. Ray was a hit in South Africa but bombed in Japan, where he was mistakenly, and bizarrely, promoted as a sumo wrestler. Gordon also booked ‘The Prince of Wails’ for a return Australian visit.

			On 2 October, Gordon headed Stateside to set in place his next Big Show, which would become a ritual for him over the next few years. He met with Joe Glaser, who ran the powerful Associated Booking Corporation agency. Since 1935, Glaser had been managing Louis ‘Satchmo’ Armstrong – his co-founder at the agency – the legendary musician and sometime actor from New Orleans, now in his fifties (although his exact birth date was a mystery). As for Glaser, he was a former fight promoter, born in Chicago, who’d run illegal booze ‘joints’ during Prohibition before representing jazz stars Armstrong, Duke Ellington, Benny Goodman and Dave Brubeck. He’d also worked with the brilliant yet doomed chanteuse Billie Holiday – and was suspected of having Mob connections. (After his death in 1969, Glaser’s FBI file revealed that he was an acquaintance of Jack Ruby, who killed John F. Kennedy’s assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald, in Dallas.) Like Bernie Lang before him, Glaser liked Gordon and agreed to an Australian tour.

			Gordon booked Armstrong for a run of dates stretching from late October to early November 1954; he even persuaded Bing Crosby to record a promo for the tour (perhaps as payback for Gordon booking his 22-year-old son Gary, a singer, on the Armstrong bill). ‘Satchmo’ would play some twenty concerts in Sydney and Melbourne, shows that Gordon modestly billed as ‘the musical event of a generation’. It was a huge workload but hardly a new sensation for Armstrong, who’d been a professional muso since he was eleven, learning his trade on the riverboats that traversed the Mississippi, where he’d mixed it up with gamblers and con-men and hustlers.

			Armstrong’s fourth wife, Lucille, travelled to Australia with him and she was a big hit in society circles, especially when Gordon arranged for her to attend the Melbourne Cup. Lucille even shared recipe tips with The Daily Telegraph. ‘You can’t beat the old-fashioned way of cooking,’ she said, letting it slip that her famous husband’s favourite dishes included shrimps in sherry, and curried rice with chicken livers. As for ‘Satchmo’, he was given the five-star treatment when he reached Sydney and was granted a civic reception at the Town Hall by lord mayor Pat Hills on 29 October. Armstrong wore a Star of David around his neck, a gift from a Jewish friend that the musician insisted brought him good luck. Lucille was with him at the Town Hall and Armstrong smiled for the gathering as he said, ‘These trumpet-calloused lips are still good for kissing’, before snuggling with his wife. He signed the same lord mayor’s visitor book as Johnnie Ray had done, who’d also been given the five-star treatment during his tour, thanks to Lee Gordon.

			Lee Gordon may have likened the Sydney Stadium to a Stradivarius, but the truth was that it played more like a busted ukulele. During Armstrong’s first Sydney show, the venue’s revolving stage created a major problem for Gordon. As Armstrong performed, the stage stopped dead in its tracks, and, as journo Helen Frizell reported, ‘began emitting clouds of pungent blue smoke, directly underneath the feet of Louis and his players’. After a short break, some mad scrambling among the stage crew and a lot of encouragement from Lee Gordon, the show went on. But it wouldn’t be the last time the revolving stage interfered with a Big Show – and future performers wouldn’t be quite as gracious as Armstrong, who smiled and waved at the crowd as repairs were made. (Some performers unleashed their fury on Gordon.) One of Armstrong’s support acts, a performer known as Peg Leg Bates, had an even bigger problem when his wooden prosthetic became stuck in some rotting wood in the revolving stage during his set. ‘And there he stayed,’ reported Max Moore, who was looking on. Stadium staff had to help separate Peg Leg from the stage.

			Lee Gordon had no need for air drops this time around because the Satchmo tour was a huge money-spinner. And there were none of the histrionics of Johnnie Ray’s performances or any of his offstage dramas, either. Armstrong was a pro, a polished, slick performer who won over audiences with his musicality and natural charm. Demand was so high that Armstrong’s residency at the Sydney Stadium stretched well beyond twenty shows, and every concert was packed. He also had a successful run of dates at the West Melbourne Stadium.

			Armstrong was farewelled by hundreds of fans at Sydney airport on 7 November. Lee Gordon had yet again impressed his guests because before they boarded the flight, Satchmo and his manager Glaser agreed to his request for a return visit.

			***

			Lee Gordon headed back to America on 10 November and this time he was hunting even bigger game. While in Los Angeles, he arranged a sit-down with Frank Sinatra. The New Jersey singer, actor and idol was on a roll; earlier in 1954, Sinatra had released one of his landmark albums, Songs for Young Lovers, and his interpretations of standards such as ‘I Get a Kick Out of You’ and ‘My Funny Valentine’ would become staples of his live sets for years to come. Sinatra had recently claimed an Oscar for his role in the romantic war drama From Here to Eternity and scored a huge hit early in 1954 with ‘Young at Heart’, which reached number 2 on the Billboard chart. Sinatra was at his peak, and Gordon was desperate to book him for an Oz tour.

			When they got together, Gordon reminded Sinatra that they’d already met, albeit briefly, seven years earlier in Havana. Sinatra shrugged and got down to business.

			‘I hear that Johnnie Ray did well in Australia,’ said Sinatra. It was clear that Gordon’s reputation as a promoter of note had spread across the Pacific.

			Lee Gordon seized the moment. He and Heffernan had done some calculations and figured that a Sinatra tour of Australia could gross as much as US$450,000, so he calmly offered the singer a whopping $100K. Sinatra didn’t say no; instead, he suggested that Gordon take the matter up with the William Morris Agency, who now handled his affairs. Gordon was quietly convinced that he’d have Sinatra in Australia soon enough.

			Gordon, meanwhile, had other business back at home: a tour by The Andrews Sisters. The close-harmonising Andrews siblings from Minnesota – LaVerne, Maxene and Patty – had found fame during the war years, recording such hits as ‘Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy’ and ‘Rum and Coca-Cola’, working with Bing Crosby and featuring in a string of hit films. But their star was in decline when they flew to Australia for a series of dates in December 1954. They’d briefly split the year before and Patty had decided against rejoining the group. Naturally, her absence was the hot topic when the troupe reached Sydney on 1 December and spoke with the press.

			‘We have no feud with Patty,’ insisted LaVerne. The party line was that Patty’s husband, Wally Weschler, was the villain of the piece. ‘We love Patty,’ LaVerne told The Daily Telegraph. ‘[But] we simply do not like Mr Weschler.’

			The Andrews Sisters tour would be a useful study for Lee Gordon in the growing influence of radio. Most capital cities had their own popular DJs, such lively characters as Melbourne’s Stan ‘The Man’ Rofe, Brisbane’s Bill Gates (who’d discover a toothy trio called the Bee Gees), and Bob Francis and Merv Hill in Adelaide. They not only played the hit records of the day, but their seal of approval could sway punters to buy concert tickets. Oddly, with The Andrews Sisters’ tour, it worked in reverse. Their act was constantly rubbished by Sydney DJ John Harper at 2KY – known to his many listeners as ‘Old Gravel Voice’ – and he threatened to smash their records on air rather than play them. The attention actually helped promote the concerts and give flagging ticket sales a boost. In the end, the tour turned a modest profit for Lee Gordon and Big Show.

			Not long after The Andrews Sisters left the country, an envelope arrived at the 2KY studio, addressed to John Harper. Inside were two round-the-world air tickets. ‘Thanks, John, enjoy your trip,’ read the note from Lee Gordon.

			***

			With the success of his two recent Big Shows, Gordon’s office staff needed bolstering. He hired Alan Heffernan’s cousin, Clive Mahon, as his assistant, while Colleen McCrindle became Gordon’s secretary. Receptionist Moira Delray ran the front desk. Perla Honeyman handled publicity. Max Moore, who was working at the Typewriter Advice and Supply Company when he met Gordon, was promoted to tour manager after a few months as the office dogsbody. Moore was, by his own admission, a complete novice in his new role, but as he would write, ‘To me, this was the big time. I was loving it.’ He was in awe of his flamboyant American boss.

			Given that the typical weekly wage for a public servant was around £10, Gordon was a generous if frequently absent boss. Mahon and Moore were on about £16 per week, and Honeyman earned £20 a week. As for Alan Heffernan, he had a private salary deal with Gordon and his wage didn’t appear on the books.

			Gordon would sometimes drift in and out of the office but he didn’t have much interest in paperwork – apart from sales figures, which he’d study closely (and sometimes inflate, when asked). Gordon spent much of his time either in the air or on the road, setting up deals for future Big Shows.

			Gordon’s mentor Benn Reyes remained very much in the picture, and he returned to Australia from the US west coast in January 1955. He’d been travelling with Gordon, who had pressing personal business back in the States: he’d finalised his split from his wife, June, and a ‘divorce decree’ was entered on his immigrant documentation, dated 3 January 1955. Interestingly, as far as the local press was concerned, Gordon had always been a single man – no one appeared to know about June. When a reporter asked Gordon why he wasn’t married, he nonchalantly replied: ‘No reason. I’m just not married. I work hard and don’t get much time for outside interests … The only amusement I have is to swim all year round. I do enjoy that.’ (Gordon also dabbled in scuba diving.)

			It’s likely that Gordon was also bisexual, at least according to one male artist who worked for him and rejected his advances. But Gordon kept that side of his nature very much in the closet, which was wise, given that homosexual acts were considered criminal. As far as the press was concerned, Lee Gordon was a swinging bachelor, nothing more.

			Benn Reyes gave the media an update on Big Show business upon his return and came bearing some good news: ‘Everyone over there [in America] is interested in Australia … The phone rings night and day with people asking about Australia.’ And Bob Hope remained a possibility. ‘He knows he’d get an audience here,’ said Reyes. ‘He’s not interested in the money; he just likes to get the biggest crowd.’ It wasn’t just Frank Sinatra who’d heard about Lee Gordon and his Big Shows.

			And what news of Johnnie Ray, the man who had set the Big Show juggernaut in motion? Reyes informed the press that Ray had taken to calling Australia ‘his adopted country. [He] tells everyone what an amazing reception he got here.’ The same went for recent visitor Louis Armstrong, who went on record as saying, ‘Love the place. How could I miss coming back?’

			Nat King Cole would be Lee Gordon’s next big score, and in 1955 he was at his commercial peak. The 35-year-old crooner with the silky-smooth voice from Montgomery, Alabama, the son of a Baptist minister, had recently recorded a string of huge hits, among them 1950’s ‘Mona Lisa’ and 1951’s ‘Too Young’, and had appeared – usually as himself – in a series of successful films.

			Nat King Cole had barely stepped off his international flight for shows in early January 1955 when he was asked: ‘What was it about Australia?’ His frankness was almost alarming. ‘Boy,’ replied the man simply known as ‘King’, ‘no artist can afford to leave out Australia. You just got to do Australia.’ In less than a year, Lee Gordon had taken Australia, a backwater rarely visited by stars, and transformed it into a must-visit destination. It was a hell of an achievement.

			Travelling with Cole was his right-hand man, Carlos Gastel, described by an American writer as ‘a six foot bruiser in a pinstripe suit’. He revealed that Lee Gordon was a very generous promoter – Cole’s payday was huge. ‘Nat will pick up £11,000 [about $250,000 today] for his ten days’ work,’ Gastel said, before insisting, somewhat diplomatically, ‘Prestige is what brings him to Australia. It means something back home to tell the world that you had them standing in the aisles of a Sydney theatre.’ Also on the Cole tour was comic duo Rowan & Martin, who’d go on to host the hugely popular TV show Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In.

			What wasn’t being discussed publicly were the crafty tactics that Lee Gordon utilised to book superstars like Cole. Gordon understood implicitly that money talked, so when he met with agencies such as MCA or managers like Castel, he usually brought with him a bag of cash, as much as US$100,000, which more often than not helped seal the deal.

			Gordon also had a very persuasive phone manner. To set the Cole tour in place, he’d spoken with Cole’s agent in the US.

			‘What’s Nat doing?’ Gordon asked.

			His agent explained that the star was booked up for the next few years. This wasn’t what Lee Gordon wanted to hear.

			‘No, I mean in six weeks’ time,’ he said.

			Once Cole’s agent stopped laughing, Gordon made it clear how much money he was willing to spend. Suddenly Nat King Cole’s schedule opened up and the tour was booked.

			Gordon also did his homework – with an act like Nat King Cole, he’d learn what his current performance fee was and offer substantially more, which, while usually successful, didn’t endear Gordon to some American promoters. On occasion, Gordon would even buy out an artist’s contract for an upcoming booking, wearing the cost so that he could bring the act to Australia as soon as possible – ideally when they were red hot. ‘I had to have a star here right at the peak of their popularity,’ Gordon explained.

			Nat King Cole was another Big Show success. He repeatedly filled the Sydney Stadium, even though he was suited to more intimate venues. ‘If I’m wrong, my mistake,’ Gordon admitted to Alan Heffernan when he decided on using the stadium, ‘but I’m convinced he’ll be a sensation in any kind of venue.’ Gordon was right yet again because Cole packed ‘The Old Tin Shed’ more than a dozen times and the money poured in. The crowd response was over the top: one excited punter almost choked Cole as he undertook the ‘gladiator’s walk’ through the stadium crowd. Cole said after the show that he’d been warned about Sydney audiences, ‘and now I know what the warnings meant.’

			Gordon’s business methods may have been shady at best, and borderline illegal at worst, but none of this bothered him. He was in the midst of his first hot streak. Rival promoters such as Aztec Services, run by Kenn Brodziak, who’d toured US drummer Gene Krupa in August 1954, simply couldn’t compete.

			During Nat King Cole’s run of Sydney Big Shows, Gordon took his usual seat in the bleachers, way up the back of the stadium, which enabled him to look out over the sea of people. This was the moment Gordon loved the most – a huge crowd savouring an event that he’d created. Australians had never witnessed, or experienced, anything like his Big Shows before and now they were flocking to see such huge stars as Nat King Cole. ‘This,’ Gordon said to Max Moore, who was sitting with him, ‘is what the business is about.’

		


		
			6.

			‘We had it packed with cash.’

			Lee Gordon had the Midas touch. The Nat King Cole tour had provided a handsome return on his investment, but even that was surpassed by the first Australian appearance of Frank Sinatra in January 1955. Lee Gordon had finally made his big score.

			Just before boarding his flight on 15 January, Sinatra spoke with the press. ‘In the past three years,’ he said, ‘I’ve been getting some wonderful letters from people in Sydney and Melbourne and Brisbane and a lot of towns with fascinating names like Cootamundra – is that right? Well, some of those good people said they’d hoped to see me some day and soon they will.’ Sinatra didn’t say it out loud, but Lee Gordon’s handsome US$100,000 payday was equally strong motivation to tour Australia.

			At the precise moment that Sinatra, looking sharp in a bespoke suit, stepped off the plane at Mascot and entered the terminal, ‘the crowd went mad’, observed a reporter amid the mob of about 10,000. (A fellow passenger overheard Sinatra mumble, ‘Oh no,’ when he first caught sight of the gathering.) A loud chant of ‘We Want Frankie’ erupted while fans who couldn’t squeeze inside the terminal climbed onto a nearby roof, trying to catch a glimpse of Sinatra, who was in transit to Melbourne.

			While Sinatra spoke with the press in a cordoned-off room in the customs area – admitting that ‘this is certainly the greatest reception I’ve ever had’ – fans rushed the door, trying to force it open. ‘Several women and children fainted in the crush,’ reported The Sydney Morning Herald in their front-page story. Outside, one ‘well-dressed woman’, according to the Herald journalist, even ‘kicked her shoes off’ in order to scale a fence, hoping to see Sinatra.

			The madness continued for a couple of hours – when Team Sinatra made their way to the ANA terminal for their domestic flight, about 200 people jumped the chain-link fence and bolted for the tarmac. Police hastily formed a cordon around the singer, who stopped just before entering the plane and waved to the crowd. Once he reached Melbourne, it was down to business: Sinatra had a four-hour rehearsal scheduled before his first show on 17 January. In the little downtime that he had, Sinatra planned to take up an invitation to visit Melbourne Zoo; he and his fourteen-year-old daughter Nancy hoped to check out the native wildlife, especially the koalas and kangaroos.

			There was no let-up in the hysteria when Sinatra performed. During his first run of shows, at the West Melbourne Stadium, the screams of fans almost drowned out his vocals. ‘Several times,’ noted The Age, ‘Sinatra found that he had to stop singing and break into laughter as teenagers whistled and squealed.’ At the end of his set, Sinatra was mobbed but managed to slip away to the dressing room relatively unharmed.

			Sinatra had problems during opening night at the Sydney Stadium on 22 January. He hated the revolving stage, which he found hugely distracting, and walked off stage muttering, ‘Where the fuck is Lee Gordon?’

			They huddled together backstage to talk. The singer was furious.

			‘You don’t sing so good, do you, Charlie?’ Sinatra snapped at Gordon.

			‘What do you mean, Frank?’ he enquired.

			‘Well, I tell you,’ Sinatra replied, ‘unless you stop that damn stage revolving, you’ll be doing the singing.’

			Dennis Collison, who led the ‘Big Show Orchestra’, pointed out to Sinatra that Louis Armstrong and Nat King Cole had loved the revolving stage, but this didn’t placate the singer. ‘What they love and what I love are not even in the same ballpark,’ he shot back. It was only the calming presence of his daughter Nancy that convinced Sinatra to persevere with the revolving stage and save Lee Gordon from a likely riot. Sinatra remained angry with Gordon, though, threatening to rearrange certain parts of his anatomy the next time they got together.

			Sinatra had four return dates booked in Melbourne in late January, but just days before his return, the West Melbourne Stadium burned to the ground. When he was given the news, Sinatra was uncharacteristically sanguine. ‘If necessary,’ he said, ‘I will sing in the streets.’ Lee Gordon didn’t think this necessary and moved his shows to the Melbourne Town Hall.

			While in Melbourne, Sinatra stayed at the Savoy Plaza, where Johnnie Ray had had his close call with the vice squad. One afternoon, Sinatra held court there with the press, discussing everything from golf to Bing Crosby and his preference for singing rather than acting. But Sinatra’s mood darkened when someone asked about his ‘romantic interests’ – his second wife, actress Ava Gardner, had filed for divorce in June 1954. ‘I never discuss my personal life,’ Sinatra snapped back. ‘That’s all there is to it.’ 

			But it was Ava Gardner, rather than bags of Lee Gordon’s money, who would eventually lure Sinatra back to Australia.

			***

			Frank Sinatra’s first Australian tour had provided another major windfall for Lee Gordon and Big Show Pty Ltd – and set a whole new standard for fan madness. At least that was the case until ‘Prince of Wails’ Johnnie Ray stepped off his flight at Mascot on the night of 5 March to begin his second Oz tour. Lee Gordon, too, had just landed in Oz, returning from the second of five US visits he would make that year. The promoter seemed to be constantly in motion – and living a five-star lifestyle. He stayed so regularly at suites in the Sands Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas and the Hawaiian Village in Waikiki that he and the owners were on a first-name basis. Gordon spent up big and lived large.

			Once inside the terminal, Johnnie Ray was startled by the sight of some 10,000 noisy fans, many of whom had been camped out since midday. They grabbed at Ray, tearing at his clothes. Dozens of zealous fans tried to drag Ray away. Several women fainted; thousands yelled ‘Johnnie! Johnnie! Johnnie!’ at the top of their voices. Ray stood on a small platform and acknowledged the cheers of the crowd, and when they demanded that he sing, he responded with a few lines from his hit songs ‘Cry’ and ‘Walking My Baby Back Home’.

			It seemed that to many thousands of Australians, Johnnie Ray was showbiz royalty.

			As he had on his first tour, Ray gave his audiences the emotional works – and they responded wildly. During one of his Sydney concerts, while singing ‘Walking My Baby Back Home’, a young girl sprinted down the aisle and leaped into the arms of the startled singer. ‘She’s just a crazy, mixed-up kid,’ Ray told the audience, as he tried to regain his composure.

			By the time of his closing number, ‘Such a Night’, Ray was in a state. ‘[His] face was glistening with perspiration,’ observed a Herald reporter, ‘his collar was limp and his blue bowtie was dropped in a bedraggled curve.’ As the last notes sounded, six burly policemen strode on stage and escorted Ray into the wings. It was great theatre.

			Johnnie Ray might well have claimed naming rights on the Sydney Stadium, because he eventually performed for ten nights, playing more than twenty shows – sometimes three in a day. Throughout his residency, outside the stadium scalpers did a steady trade in tickets, flogging 30-shilling Ringside tickets for as much as £5, even more. (Though it was every promoter’s nightmare, Lee Gordon had accidentally introduced ticket scalping to Australia.) There were traffic jams up and down Rushcutters Bay Road, stretching for as long as a mile, and people jams, too, as thousands of concertgoers jostled to get inside the venue and watch Ray in action.

			Nestled in his favourite seat at the back of the stadium, looking like a king on his throne, Gordon could hardly believe his luck – a staggering 242,000 tickets were sold in Sydney alone, while the tour grossed more than £400,000. Lee Gordon and Big Show Pty Ltd absolutely raked in the cash, and profits from the tour totalled £171,000. Mad money.

			***

			After such a successful run of Big Shows, Lee Gordon found himself with an unusual (and highly enviable) problem. Because he dealt strictly in cash, he needed to find a way to store his money safely outside of banking hours. ‘We had money coming out of our ears,’ admitted Alan Heffernan, particularly from the Sydney shows, as the stadium had the largest capacity (11,000) of the venues they used. Once the box office had closed, Gordon’s staff conducted a count in what they called the ‘dungeon’, deep in the bowels of Sydney Stadium. (While Gordon didn’t take part in the count, he always wanted to know the final tally.) Heffernan, Max Moore and other staffers would use a commercial iron to flatten out what they called the ‘high-currency’ bills, £5 and £10 notes, which enabled them to store more money in the cardboard boxes they’d had specially designed for the job. But they couldn’t leave the money in the stadium overnight.

			What was needed was after-hours access to a bank – and an agreeable manager at the Commonwealth Bank gave Gordon his own private vault at Martin Place. After most Big Shows, usually very early in the morning, it was the responsibility of Heffernan and Moore to ferry the box-office takings to the bank in Moore’s Hillman ute. Occasionally they’d organise a police escort, but often they’d travel alone. Heffernan and Moore would stand at the front of the Commonwealth Bank building and press a special buzzer, which would summon the night guard. Once inside, they would transfer the cash into sacks, which they’d stack on top of each other in the vault. On good nights, the count could run as high as £40,000, and the vault would be overflowing with cash. ‘We had it packed,’ said Heffernan. Sometimes, when Moore couldn’t get to the bank, he’d drive home with thousands of pounds in cash under his seat, which he’d store under his bed until he could drive to the bank in the morning.

			Gordon once called Moore in the office.

			‘I need you down here in Melbourne,’ he told him. ‘And bring some cash.’

			Moore flew from Sydney to Melbourne with £35,000 on the seat next to him, crammed into his baby daughter’s nappy bag.

			Amazingly, there was just one break-in at the Big Show offices, and no one on staff was ever robbed.

		


		
			7.

			‘I might just as well have asked them to go to Uganda.’

			It was inevitable, given the runaway success of Lee Gordon’s recent Big Shows, that he would suffer some kind of backlash. Rival promoters, such as the long-established firm J.C. Williamson’s who’d been dominating the local entertainment business for more than 40 years, were now ‘doing it tough’, according to Alan Heffernan. They simply couldn’t compete with this brash, big-spending American. ‘The business was cut-throat,’ said Heffernan, ‘and [competitors] had to find some way to stop us.’

			Gordon would ‘block-book’ the Sydney Stadium to shut out the opposition, sometimes securing the venue for months into the future. It was a crafty move, but it cost him a small fortune – with the amount of money he shelled out, figured one reporter, ‘he must have bought the Stadium twenty times over’. Yet it ensured that Gordon remained the number one promoter in the country, always several steps ahead of his rivals.

			However, it appeared that Gordon’s competitors had done some lobbying in Canberra, because suddenly there was talk of restraints being placed on the huge paydays Gordon had been handing out to his star clients. In late January 1955, J.M. Mullens, the Labor MP for Gellibrand in Melbourne’s west, spoke about establishing a committee to investigate what he called the ‘fantastic fees’ paid by Gordon to visiting artists such as Frank Sinatra and Johnnie Ray. He also complained about the amount of money touring artists were permitted to take home, which was currently set at US$10,000 – about £4450 – per act (although performers could also receive dividends from investments they made in Australia with their earnings).

			One official report estimated that by the end of the 1954–55 financial year, due to the increase in visits by overseas acts – almost exclusively on Big Show tours – American entertainers would have taken some £100,000 out of the country. Mullens felt this was far too much, and that it was a ‘dollar drain’ on the economy.

			But Mullens’ problem wasn’t strictly economic. He described the fervent reaction of local audiences at these shows as ‘nauseating … a sad commentary on our tastes’. He simply couldn’t understand why fans would camp outside a hotel ‘while their favourite [artist] is having a sleep’. What was the appeal? What was wrong with Dad and Dave?

			Until now, Lee Gordon had let Benn Reyes talk Big Show business with the press, but in late January 1955 he decided to return fire himself. Gordon pointed out that Hollywood had a lot more to answer for than his company: ‘Every time someone buys a cinema ticket,’ said Gordon, ‘some of that money goes back to California in dollars.’ Gordon also believed that rather than create a ‘dollar drain’, ‘visiting artists boost Australia’s dollar income’. He cited the case of Johnnie Ray, who, after his first Australian tour, talked up the country on no fewer than 22 American TV shows, all with a massive reach. To Lee Gordon, Johnnie Ray was helping boost interest in Australia; he was like a one-man tourism board. ‘That’s worth 10,000 dollars a time in publicity for Australia.’ 

			Lee Gordon talked a very good game, but the situation became more worrying when Alan Heffernan received a letter from the Reserve Bank, which spelled out that touring acts were to receive no more than US$750 for their services. This was, of course, ridiculous, completely unworkable – the acts that Gordon was promoting wouldn’t get out of bed for $750, let alone travel all the way to Australia. Heffernan was also instructed to meet with representatives of the Reserve Bank, who’d learned about the huge fees that had been paid to Sinatra, Nat King Cole and others.

			‘Where is the money coming from?’ Heffernan was asked in the meeting.

			‘I don’t think we should be talking about that,’ he replied. ‘We’re not asking you for the money.’

			When pressed, Heffernan said that Qantas paid the artists with first-class air tickets, which Gordon’s company then cashed in. Within days, Heffernan was advised that effective immediately, air tickets could only be cashed in where they were issued. This wasn’t a huge problem for Big Show Pty Ltd, because the airline ticket story was purely a smokescreen. As was the story Gordon shared with a newspaper reporter, stating that Big Show paid artists US$10,000 ‘and we pay the rest of their salary in pounds’. He also said that he had no ‘ongoing business’ in America, which wasn’t exactly true, either.

			What Gordon or Heffernan didn’t disclose to the press or policymakers was the way in which they’d sidestepped these restrictive – and massively short-sighted – laws. With the help of Heffernan’s wife, Marie, who worked for a Sydney shipping firm, the pair had connected with an American financial expert, a New Yorker referred to in-house simply as ‘Mr Jay’, who had a colleague known as ‘Mr Hoff’. They exchanged Aussie currency for American dollars, which Gordon would have Mr Jay bank in the US. At the time, one Australian pound was roughly equivalent to US$2.23.

			The arrangement was that Mr Jay and his team banked the proceeds of Big Shows, exchanged the money into US dollars, deposited Gordon’s share and pocketed 23 cents on the dollar as their fee. This would become a handsome arrangement as Gordon’s business expanded in Australia. Gordon could then use the money from his bank account in America to entice more artists to tour Australia, while keeping within the miserly dollar limit back in Australia.

			It was a smart – and perhaps legally sketchy – move by the promoter, but it was essential. Heffernan described it as ‘a blood transfusion for Lee’s Big Shows, as the American entertainers would only sign contracts if assured of payment in US dollars’.

			Politicians, meanwhile, continued to try to unravel the mystery of Gordon’s finances. During a sitting of the Parliamentary Public Accounts Committee, a NSW Labor MP by the name of J.F. Cope admitted that despite his best efforts, he’d been unable to determine how Gordon was able to pay his artists in US dollars: ‘I have been trying to find this out in parliament and elsewhere without success.’ To this, a fellow MP, H.A. Leslie, replied: ‘You are still not going to find out.’ Crafty as ever, Lee Gordon had them bamboozled.

			***

			Fortunately for Gordon, J.M. Mullens was booted from the Labor Party before he could put his proposed committee in place, and Cope got no closer to unearthing how Gordon paid his acts. But Gordon soon had another problem. He was being pressured by Hal Alexander, the secretary of Actors’ Equity, to explain why Australian artists weren’t featured on his Big Show bills.

			‘Mr Gordon threatens to become a menace to the whole entertainment industry in Australia,’ roared Alexander, a former ‘song-and-dance man’ himself. Just a few months earlier, Equity had drawn up a rule stating that ‘imported shows’ such as those produced by Gordon ‘must admit a proportion of Australian performers, ranging between 50 and 75 per cent of the cast’. Alexander said ominously that Equity was willing to enforce this rule on Gordon’s Big Shows ‘with union co-operation’. He was talking strikes.

			While he didn’t address Alexander’s complaint directly, Gordon countered by telling a reporter from The Sydney Morning Herald that his intention had always been ‘to bring out people really at the top, those who were well established’. The way Gordon saw it, he was providing Australians with a new and exciting sensation: international stars. ‘I realised some time ago that [Australians] did not have a chance of seeing the best American entertainers.’

			Gordon and Benn Reyes had spoken with Alexander, a meeting that a Herald reporter figured, a tad euphemistically, would have been ‘no doubt an interesting discussion’.

			‘We had a most amicable talk,’ Reyes insisted afterwards. Reyes pointed out that ‘we knew about [Equity’s] regulations’ before setting up shop in Sydney and that they played by the rules. He put it all down to a misunderstanding. ‘What has happened,’ Reyes continued, ‘is that for the Frank Sinatra show, we engaged Australian talent as a stand-by. These local artists were paid but programme time did not allow their appearance.’ But Alexander did have a point; all of Gordon’s Big Show bills to date had been top-heavy with American performers, both as headliners and as support acts. Sydney bandleader Dennis Collison, leading the Big Show Orchestra, had appeared on each of the 1955 bills, but very much as a warm-up act.

			Nonetheless, their meeting appeared to placate Alexander, who now adopted a more measured tone. He told the Herald that Gordon had agreed to hire one Australian act for every international act that he promoted. ‘The Lee Gordon office have promised to give effect to this undertaking in the forthcoming Frankie Laine show.’ But, as Alan Heffernan wrote in his memoir, Gordon and Reyes simply laughed it all off. They weren’t intimidated: ‘[They] looked upon the secretary as a toothless tiger.’ Behind the scenes, nothing changed – it was Big Show business as usual.

			***

			Until now, Lee Gordon had been something of an enigma to the local press. According to one newspaper report, ‘Gordon, unlike many of his countrymen, doesn’t enjoy talking.’ But as Big Show Pty Ltd grew – they’d made their first million dollars by March 1955 – Gordon gradually moved out of the shadows. He proved to be an amiable interview subject, a born salesman who knew how to push the product.

			‘Lee’s a great organiser,’ Benn Reyes said of his friend. ‘He’s very decisive and makes snap decisions. Usually he’s right – can’t afford not to be. Now make no mistake, our business here is a permanent thing. It’s not a flash in the pan.’

			Having just stepped off a plane from the US in early April 1955, fresh from another scouting trip, Gordon agreed to speak with a reporter. He was justifiably proud of how his company had helped ‘put Australia on the map’, citing recent rave notices in Billboard and Variety magazines as proof of the Big Show ripples that had spread around the world. But Gordon admitted that it hadn’t been easy when he’d started out some twelve months earlier. When he first pitched the idea of touring Australia to some American performers, ‘I might just as well have asked them to go to Uganda … it meant so little to them.’ Things had changed rapidly since then. ‘Now it’s a matter of prestige,’ said Gordon, echoing the words of Nat King Cole’s manager Carlos Gastel. ‘They want to come.’

			And what about the big money being offered? ‘The money is a side issue,’ Gordon insisted, deftly dodging the question. Instead, he mentioned that he’d just booked comic Bob Hope and actress/singer/dancer Betty Hutton for tours. Hutton was a Hollywood and Broadway star, recently seen in the hit film Annie Get Your Gun. In Australia she would be backed by the entire company of Miami’s Beachcomber nightclub, where she had just been appearing. When Gordon spoke with Hutton, she plied him with questions about Australia. ‘So, what are the hotels like?’ she asked.

			‘We have a hotel,’ Gordon deadpanned. ‘In Melbourne.’

			Bob Hope, a man known for his ski slope of a nose, desert-dry wit and winning double act with Bing Crosby in the various Road To … movies, had asked a lot of questions, too. Mainly about Aussie golf courses. ‘He’s a top-class golfer,’ said Gordon, adding that Hope planned to play every day of his tour. ‘He even wants to cancel his show days if they interfere.’

			There was no mention of any Australian content in the Hutton/Hope tours. Hope’s support acts would be American singers Roberta Linn and Clark Dennis, while Dennis also toured with Hutton, along with US comic Morey Amsterdam. So much for Actors’ Equity and their thinly veiled threats.

			Gordon was backing on a slightly different approach with these Big Shows. Until now, the acts with whom he’d hit paydirt, such as Johnnie Ray and Frank Sinatra, were singers first and foremost, but Hutton and Hope were film stars, mainstream entertainers. Gordon’s change of tack was a reaction to his first real failure, in February 1955, when he promoted a tour by ‘Mr Rhythm’, American crooner Frankie Laine. He may have been a gold-plated hit-maker – Laine would sell more than 100 million records during his career – but his Oz visit was a flop, despite some promotional overdrive from Gordon: ‘Good tickets still available for all performances,’ read the copy of one ad for Laine’s tour. ‘ONLY TWO MORE DAYS,’ screamed another Big Show promo, in slightly desperate upper case.

			While putting together the pieces of the tour, Gordon had learned that the local Frankie Laine Club, which comprised 9000 card-carrying members, had their own plans to organise a Laine tour. Gordon decided to sort this out in typical style. He met with the secretary of the club and handed over a return air ticket to Honolulu, explaining that he’d made plans so that they could meet Laine as he travelled to Australia. ‘You can also help me with promotion on the tour,’ promised Gordon, who then gave the secretary £2000, in a bag containing 2000 £1 notes – a nice touch. The deal was done, and the Frankie Laine Club agreed that Lee Gordon should run the show.

			But nothing Gordon did helped sell tickets. ‘Just 300 Fans to Shriek for Frankie Laine’, noted the Herald on his arrival at the airport. Gordon’s employee Clive Mahon met the star at the airport too; Laine pulled him aside. ‘Keep these screaming kids away from me. If they pull my rug off,’ he whispered, pointing to his wig, ‘you won’t have a star.’ As it turned out, Laine’s rug was perfectly safe because very few people attended his shows. During yet another poorly attended gig in Melbourne, Gordon, who was standing outside the venue, turned to a colleague and asked: ‘Why don’t we go in and double the audience?’

			***

			A shift towards mainstream Hollywood didn’t change the fortunes of Lee Gordon; he lost money on both the Hutton and Hope tours. Betty Hutton may have beamed a high-voltage smile when she stepped off the plane in Sydney in early May 1955, accompanied by her husband of only two months, Alan Livingston, a Capitol Records executive, but there was plenty of backstage drama. Nothing about Australia pleased Hutton.

			‘The salt out here isn’t anywhere near as strong as the salt at home,’ Hutton grumbled to Gordon one night over dinner, as she coated her steak with the stuff.

			But even before the tour began, there’d been concerns. Livingston had flown out in advance, having been told about the shortcomings of the Sydney Stadium. He needed to see it for himself. Gordon escorted him around the site and explained why it was the right venue for Hutton – simple economics, for one thing. ‘You can fit 11,000 people in here,’ Gordon pointed out. Satisfied by Gordon’s explanation, Livingston returned to America with the positive news. Yet when Betty Hutton first saw the stadium and took in its sheer size, she told Gordon there was simply no way she was performing there. Gordon kept his cool and quietly mentioned the problems Hutton might experience if she broke her contract. He eventually talked her into taking the stage on the opening night of 6 May, but only after agreeing to her request that she not have to undertake the ‘gladiator’s walk’ through the crowd. Gordon had a tent erected near the stage, which Hutton used as a dressing room.

			Hutton, however, proved impossible to please. Not only was the Aussie salt not sufficiently salty, but the audiences just didn’t love her enough. After another poorly attended show, Hutton sat in her dressing room with Gordon, tears rolling down her cheeks. ‘Lee, this is horrible,’ she sobbed, ‘not one single person has asked for my autograph.’

			Gordon, too, had his own prima-donna moments during the Hutton tour. While staying at the Savoy Plaza in Melbourne, he complained to management that his room was too cold. Frustrated by a slow response, Gordon started a fire in his suite. Then, late one evening, he and Heffernan got into a heated discussion about the pros and cons of pot, Gordon being a huge marijuana advocate. As they walked past a library, Gordon said, ‘I’ll show you the research’, and with that he found a brick and tried to smash down the door. Heffernan, who actually blamed Gordon’s heavy pot consumption for outbursts such as this, hustled his boss onto the next plane to Sydney.

			Gordon lost about £100,000 on the Hutton tour but was confident that Bob Hope would fill venues and correct the Big Show bank balance. ‘He’s one of the biggest names in showbusiness,’ said Gordon. There seemed to be no way Hope could fail. But booking Hope into a room the size of Sydney Stadium was a mistake on Gordon’s part; Hope’s up-close, wisecracking style was more suited to a nightclub than a massive concrete bunker. Hope even joked about it during his five-night stand. Looking around at the half-empty stadium – which he knowingly referred to as ‘Johnnie Ray’s shrine’ – Hope chuckled ruefully and said, ‘It’s Texas with a tin roof.’

			The cold, soggy winter weather kept crowds away and, as Gordon saw it, the rain also distracted Hope and affected his routine. ‘I guess if you had to compete with rain on a cold tin roof twice a night for a week you would be put off, too,’ Gordon figured. ‘He did show his class as a showman by carrying on despite it all.’ There was no heating in the stadium, either, which caused another problem. ‘I like these stadium audiences,’ Hope quipped as he looked out over the crowd. ‘They have to clap their hands to keep warm.’

			Hope did get to fulfil his goal of playing golf. He took part in an exhibition match at Sydney course The Lakes, where he teamed up with local champion Norman Von Nida. Popular DJ Jack Davey – Lee Gordon’s harbourside neighbour – was Hope’s caddy for the day.

			‘I play a lot of golf,’ Hope said to a team of reporters. ‘Actually, it’s my regular business. Showbusiness is just a sideline.’ Hope said that golf was, in fact, the primary reason that he came to Australia. ‘I really love Australia and Australians. They’re so golf-minded and that’s important to me.’

			As Hope prepared to return to America, he spoke with Gordon. The promoter had guaranteed him a fee of £22,000 for his shows.

			‘How much did you lose?’ Hope asked.

			When Gordon gave him the figure, which ran well into six figures, Hope surprised him with his response.

			‘Don’t worry about my fee, Lee,’ he said, and then stepped onto a US-bound plane.

			***

			Lee Gordon’s next tourists, comedy double act Abbott and Costello, had other reasons for wanting to travel Down Under. ‘I want to try that Australian beer,’ Bud Abbott told a journalist as he boarded his flight to Oz in mid-June 1955. The pair, who had teamed up almost twenty years before, had starred in dozens of Hollywood films and were showbiz royalty. Gordon figured, reasonably enough, that their tour couldn’t fail. And he was wrong again.

			Even before their visit began, there were concerns behind closed doors at Big Show Pty Ltd. The Bob Hope tour had been another financial bust, despite Hope waiving his fee, and a rival promoter had leaked photos of a half-empty Sydney Stadium to booking agents and artist managers in America. Attached was a note that read: ‘This is what Lee Gordon does to your entertainers.’ (Alan Heffernan suspected it came from the operators of the Tivoli, which was staging rival shows from such international acts as pianist Winifred Atwell, promoted by David N. Martin, who managed the venue.)

			Gordon decided to reduce the ticket prices for Abbott and Costello’s shows. Seats in the bleachers were a mere 7 shillings while Ringside seats were priced at 29 shillings. Children would be admitted for as little as 2 shillings 6 pence. A planned eight nights at the Sydney Stadium was trimmed to just two. When asked about this, Benn Reyes said, ‘We as showmen think perhaps we can do more business in two nights’, which wasn’t his most convincing answer. (Abbott and Costello would perform just three times in Melbourne.)

			For the first time since he set up shop in Sydney, Lee Gordon was troubled by a rival show. The Harlem Blackbirds were touring at the same time as Abbott and Costello and tickets to their Sydney shows at the Palladium ranged from 5 to 19 shillings. This 32-piece American ensemble, comprising comics, dancers and singers, was being billed as the ‘first all-coloured revue’ to visit Oz. Their tour was promoted by Sydney entrepreneur Harry Wren, who’d been staging variety shows since 1940. It was the school-holiday season and people were searching for family-friendly entertainment, so the Harlem Blackbirds proved to have just as much pulling power as Abbott and Costello.

			***

			The Abbott and Costello tour was yet another financial dud – and the duo fared even worse off stage. Most nights were spent in Gordon’s apartment where they’d settle in and play cards with DJ Jack Davey. Invariably, they lost their shirts. Gordon, who was bleeding money on the tour, looked on as the two American comics dropped thousands of dollars to Davey. But in typically freewheeling Lee Gordon style, he loaned them cash out of his own pocket to keep them in the game. After catching bad colds, the American pair cut their tour short, heading home on 25 June and cancelling their final night at the Sydney Stadium.

			Just before boarding their US-bound Pan Am flight, Bud Abbott blamed the room for their small crowds in Sydney. He felt that the public ‘doesn’t like the Stadium’, although it would have been more accurate to admit that they simply weren’t the right act for the venue, like Bob Hope before them. But rather than blame Gordon, they praised the promoter. When asked how much money they’d earned, Abbott replied: ‘We didn’t make anything. But we didn’t lose anything, either. Lee Gordon saw to that.’

			Abbott wasn’t thinking about the tour; he was slyly referring to those after-hours poker marathons, where he’d borrowed money from Gordon to stay afloat. He still owed Gordon £2000 when he departed. Lee Gordon, meanwhile, dropped a massive £100,000 on the tour, which left Big Show Pty Ltd in bad shape. ‘We’re in real trouble,’ Alan Heffernan quietly informed his boss as they tried to balance the books.

			But rather than stew over another failure, Gordon decided that he needed a break. He let the press know that he wouldn’t be staging any more Big Shows until at least September and then boarded a flight to America. It was time for a rethink.

			Yet within days Lee Gordon had a brand-new strategy.

		


		
			8.

			‘It’s fast and physical and violent. It’d be perfect for Australia.’

			Lee Gordon flew out of Australia on 28 June, destined for the States, with his Big Show schedule on hold for the time being. But he had a rapid change of heart while he was in Hawaii, and placed a call to Alan Heffernan in Sydney. Yet again, Gordon had been struck by impulse.

			‘Alan,’ he asked, ‘do you know anyone who can build a roller track for me?’

			‘What are you talking about?’ replied Heffernan. He had absolutely no idea what a roller track was, or what his boss was going on about.

			Gordon explained that he’d just been at a roller derby event in Honolulu and witnessed the audience going nuts. It was then that he’d had a revelation. ‘It’s fast and physical and violent,’ Gordon realised. ‘It’d be perfect for Australia.’

			The roller derby had been popular in the USA since the 1940s; events were staged in 50 different cities and drew huge audiences. It was essentially a contact sport played on a slick, oval-shaped wooden track between two teams of five rollerskaters. There was a variety of tactics and strategies and moves, but roller derby was basically a free-for-all of hair pulling and elbow jabbing and body slamming, often resulting in skaters scattering like tenpins all over the track. Bones were broken; punch-ups were commonplace. It was a lot like wrestling on skates and, just like wrestlers, the skaters – who adopted character names such as ‘Moose’ Payne, ‘Slugger’ Kealey and ‘Punky’ Gardner – were divided into two camps: there were ‘goodies’ and ‘baddies’.

			Gordon assured Heffernan that roller derby would be a smash – Australians were sports-mad, after all. Gordon also told him that he’d already booked two American teams of male and female skaters, as well as scorers and referees – a party of about 40 in all – and would have them on a flight in the next two weeks. Gordon planned to host the first roller derby in late August 1955. ‘And I’m putting a man named Tony Pruden on a plane now,’ Gordon continued. ‘Meet him at the airport. He’s got the plans for the track. You’ve got two weeks to get it done.’

			As mad as Gordon’s scheme appeared, Heffernan did know a builder named Jimmy Samson who ran a joinery workshop at Gladesville, in Sydney’s north. Once Pruden reached the country, he and Heffernan sat down with Samson, an affable type, who looked over the plans for the track and thought it through.

			‘I can do that,’ he said, to Heffernan’s amazement. ‘Leave it with me.’

			Heffernan left him with one proviso: ‘Don’t tell me the cost until it’s finished.’ (It eventually ran to about £10,000.)

			The portable track that Pruden began building – with the help of an American engineer who flew out to assist – would be about 120 by 60 feet (36 by 18 metres) and could be moved from city to city. Gordon’s plan was to take the event to different cities: he would stage the first roller derby in a modified Sydney Stadium, where he’d have 2600 seats removed, and he currently had Heffernan scouting for a venue in Melbourne. North of the NSW border, they’d skate at the Brisbane Showground.

			But before Gordon’s next – and most peculiar – Big Show could take place, there was a problem. A rival Sydney businessman, Sammy Lee – a tough, Cuban-cigar-smoking expat Canadian who ran various Sydney restaurants and clubs – had plans for his own roller derby, which he intended to stage in November. But the name ‘roller derby’ was trademarked and as far as Gordon was concerned, he’d signed an exclusive contract with the ‘one and only’ organisation in the US. The Roller Derby Corporation’s Murray Tannen agreed. ‘We have a world copyright on the name,’ he said, ‘and intend to prevent anyone using it.’

			With the matter resolved in Gordon’s favour, the roller derby roadshow reached Sydney on 24 August. Even the hardened veterans in the troupe – which included two husband-and-wife teams, George and Carol Vogt, and Bob and Peggy Sunski, as well as a former model named Dolores Doss – were impressed by Pruden’s track. It was world class. But there was another problem: no one in Australia, perhaps apart from Gordon and Sammy Lee, had heard of the roller derby. Local media, unsure quite what to make of his latest venture, began referring to Gordon as ‘a purveyor of a diversity of entertainment’. This certainly wasn’t music, it wasn’t comedy, and it wasn’t sport as Australians knew it. So what the hell was it?

			Gordon went all out. His ads for the roller derby described it as ‘an exhilarating sports cocktail’, ‘America’s sport sensation’ and ‘hell on wheels’, while he hired well-known Aussie boxing trainer Ern McQuillan to work with the trackside team. Prior to opening night, all of the female team members, decked out in brightly coloured shorts, skated their way around a terminal at Sydney airport – it was a classic Lee Gordon publicity stunt. Gordon set the ticket prices at a low 7 shillings, although most of the 3000 in attendance on the first night at the stadium had free tickets. Only 700 paying customers showed for the next bout. Within days of opening, the roller derby was in trouble.

			It didn’t take long for Gordon to figure out the one glaring shortcoming: there were no Australian skaters involved. Audiences were confused – which team should they support? A team of Hawaiians represented the host country, billed as the ‘goodies’; the ‘baddies’ were the second group of American skaters. Gordon ran a newspaper ad trying to recruit local skaters, who auditioned for Murray Tannen in between bouts at the stadium. Each was given a document to sign as they strapped on their skates. ‘This,’ they were told, ‘is to cover Lee Gordon in case you hurt yourself.’ No one made the grade.

			Gordon then tried out an old trick from his whitegoods days. He placed a coupon in newspapers that gave the bearer a discount on a second ticket – a sort of ‘two-fer’ – but still sales remained sluggish. Even a staged track invasion by an ex-boxer, Frank Richards, who took a swing at a ‘baddie’ named Roger Schroeder, failed to ignite anything more than a cursory mention in the press. Yet Gordon seemed unfazed. He shrugged and told Heffernan that the track invasion was a great publicity stunt. ‘It deserved a better fate, Alan.’

			The same could be said for the roller derby. After a month-long run in Sydney, and an aborted trip to Melbourne, where no indoor venue was suitable, the roadshow shifted to Brisbane. One week in, audience interest dwindled to the extent that Gordon had to pull the plug. It was simply too expensive an event to run at a loss – and it was yet another failure for Big Show Pty Ltd. The entire track was transported to Sydney and put in storage, where it sat, gathering dust. ‘Lee Gordon knows where there is an excellent £5500 roller skating ring going for a song!’ wrote journalist Bruce Smee. All that Lee Gordon had to show for his efforts was a hefty medical bill, which the skaters, who required various jabs and medications to keep them going, left behind for the promoter to pay.

			‘The less said about the roller derby the better,’ Gordon admitted in 1963. ‘I don’t know what made me promote it in the first place, except that I was banking on Australians’ love of sport.’ Gordon wondered if, subconsciously, he was inspired by the first event that he promoted several years before on the ice-skating rink at Muskegon. ‘Perhaps it was some deep unfulfilled desire,’ he chuckled.

			Alan Heffernan had a different take. He felt that Gordon handled the failure of the roller derby brilliantly. ‘It was at this time that I really saw a marketing genius at work,’ Heffernan said. ‘Lee Gordon simply treated [it] as a learning ground … a temporary setback.’

			Things would change soon, but right now Lee Gordon was able to laugh off a brave failure such as the roller derby. And while it may have been a financial disaster, it did prove that yet again Lee Gordon was a forward thinker. During the 1960s, roller derby – renamed the Roller Game – would screen on Australian TV and rate highly, with more than half a million viewers tuning in each week. Permanent tracks were built in Sydney (at Sydney Stadium, ironically), Brisbane and Melbourne, and big crowds rolled up to cheer on such teams as the Australian Thunderbirds and the Hawaiian Warriors. ‘Like most of [Gordon’s] promotions,’ Bob Rogers would write, ‘the Roller Derby was years ahead of its time.’

			***

			Lee Gordon now had a much bigger debt than an unpaid medical bill for some injured skaters. Airfares alone for the roller derby had cost him a whopping £30,000, and Big Show Pty Ltd simply didn’t have the money in their coffers to pay Pan Am, his airline of choice. Not long after making his first million, Gordon was now as good as broke. Yet rather than panic, or maybe pull down the shutters, Gordon decided that there was only one way to sort this out: in person. In early October 1955, using the little money the company had left in the bank, Gordon and Heffernan flew to San Francisco. After breakfast at the Mark Hopkins Hotel, they travelled to the Pan Am headquarters. Gordon calmly stepped up to the front desk.

			‘We’ve come to meet with your manager to discuss the money we owe,’ he announced to the surprised receptionist.

			After a brief staff discussion behind closed doors, Gordon and Heffernan were asked to attend a meeting at 2 p.m. On their return, the meeting room was full of Pan Am executives; clearly, since Gordon and Heffernan’s morning visit, they’d done their research on this big-spending promoter. Not only did they recognise that Gordon was a customer of note, but they’d discovered that these two guys owed Pan Am a serious amount of money.

			Heffernan, who Gordon introduced as ‘my general manager in charge of financial affairs’, was first to speak. ‘The money isn’t owed by Lee Gordon,’ he pointed out, thinking fast. ‘It’s owed by Big Show Pty Ltd, a proprietary company. They owe you the money, but they’re broke and going into liquidation.’ The Pan Am execs asked Heffernan why he’d bothered to travel all this way to speak with them if the company was about to go bust. At this point, Gordon intervened. After taking a deep breath, he stated: ‘Alan has only told you the bad story. You might like this better.’

			Gordon went on to explain that he had tours in place for Johnnie Ray and Nat King Cole during the next few months; both were hugely popular and had already had successful runs in Australia. ‘If you back us for airfares for those two shows,’ said Gordon, ‘we’ll make enough money to pay you back. I’ll give you my personal guarantee.’

			Heffernan would one day admit that a Lee Gordon guarantee ‘wasn’t worth two bob’, but remarkably the promoter had managed to talk Pan Am around – and so what if the Ray and Cole tours hadn’t actually been booked? The pair left the building with the promise of five first-class tickets and fifteen economy fares for the upcoming Big Shows. It was a near-crazy act of hubris on Lee Gordon’s part, and he’d pulled it off brilliantly.

			‘I felt that Lee had presented his case so beautifully,’ said Heffernan, ‘that it was a foregone conclusion.’

			That night, Gordon and Heffernan watched living legend Edith Piaf perform as they toasted their amazing good fortune and the ongoing success of the company. While Heffernan flew back to Oz, Gordon met with his friend Bernie Lang, Johnnie Ray’s manager, and Nat King Cole’s man Carlos Gastel, and locked in details of their artists’ appearances. Cole would tour Australia in February 1956, Ray in March.

			Upon his return to Sydney on 11 December, after a stopover in Toronto to renew his passport, Lee Gordon was confident that business would soon be booming once again. Notably, on his visa paperwork he now listed Alan Heffernan as his nearest relative. They were very much a team.

			***

			Nat King Cole arrived in Sydney on 6 February, accompanied by his wife Maria. The man known as ‘King’ couldn’t have anticipated the mob scene that awaited him – about 1000 fans had gathered near the customs hall at Mascot, some climbing up on tables hoping to gain a better view of the singer. Others pushed against doors, blocking exits, chanting ‘We want Nat!’ as an emergency squad of twelve policemen struggled to hold back the crowd. When Cole appeared just after 8 p.m., the mob surged towards him, waving autograph books and yelling out his name. Someone smashed a window in the terminal, and a glass door was also shattered, but no one was reported hurt.

			It was a good omen for Lee Gordon. And while Cole didn’t quite fill Sydney Stadium on opening night – he drew about 8000 fans to his first session, and some 9000 to the second – the response was emphatic. Australia loved Nat King Cole. ‘There were squeals of delight from women in the audience,’ observed The Sydney Morning Herald, especially when he performed his biggest hits, such songs as ‘Love Is a Many Splendored Thing’. Cole was mobbed as he left the stage.

			Gordon had booked Cole for five nights at the stadium from 7 February, a dozen shows in all, but he then arranged for an extra two nights in Sydney during the middle of the month. Cole was such hot property that he even rated a mention in the ‘Sydney’s Talking About’ gossip column, which revealed that ‘Mr and Mrs Nat’ had invited sixteen people to a post-show dinner at Attilio’s, an upscale Harbour City eatery.

			Lee Gordon was in Cole’s party that night, of course, and he was fast becoming the talk of the town. ‘If you lived in Sydney,’ noted one Sydney journalist, ‘it may have been possible to escape from Lee Gordon [but only] if you went on an extended trip down the Amazon, took holy orders or joined a space flight.’ It seemed that everyone was going to the Sydney Stadium, where Lee Gordon was king.

			In Melbourne, Nat King Cole filled the old Royal Exhibition Building, which had a capacity of 6500. Unusually for Gordon’s Big Shows, which usually stuck to the east coast, Cole also performed in Adelaide and Perth; Gordon had arranged with ANA to have sleeping facilities on board for Cole and his wife on the red-eye flight from the west to Adelaide. But Gordon was told that there’d been a problem, and they only had regular seating for the couple – and he was incensed. He accused the airline of racism, which they strenuously denied. ‘Nat will be ropeable!’ he roared. It was a rare display of anger by the promoter. ‘Lee really blew his stack,’ said Alan Heffernan.

			But a weary Cole shrugged it off, telling Heffernan: ‘These things go wrong. Don’t worry any more about it.’ Nat King Cole had dealt with much bigger hassles during his life.

			By the time Lee Gordon left the country for a lengthy stretch overseas, he’d repaid his debt to Pan Am, thanks to the proceeds of the Cole tour. And there was no more talk of Big Show Pty Ltd going bankrupt. Not for the time being, anyway.

			***

			After the runaway success of his first two Lee Gordon–promoted tours, Johnnie Ray had claimed to be an honorary Aussie; he’d even spoken about buying an apartment in Sydney. ‘But I’m still looking for the right girl,’ he told one reporter, as he continued to play the ‘straight’ card. The truth was that Ray’s recording career had flatlined; his only charting track in the past eighteen months had been a song called ‘Johnnie’s Comin’ Home’, which barely reached number 100 on the Billboard chart in late 1955. But none of this mattered to Australian audiences, who once again took to Ray like a homecoming hero when he reached Sydney for a series of Big Shows, which would begin on 6 March and run until the tenth.

			His arrival on 4 March was big news, gaining even more column inches than the upcoming NSW state election. Ray had been warned against greeting his fans by airport authorities, but insisted, explaining that ‘they’ve waited so long to see me’. He’d regret his decision. An unruly crowd of about 4000 stormed the barricades when Ray entered the terminal, and the singer was swarmed. A few minutes later, gasping for breath, his suit in shreds, a barely conscious Ray was lifted above the crowd by six policemen and carried to safety. His wristwatch – a gift from Perry Como – had been swiped by a fleet-fingered fan. An airport official stated that it was ‘the most hysterical and disgusting exhibition we’ve ever seen’. But once he’d come to, Ray laughed it off. ‘Torn suits are tax deductible,’ he said with a smile.

			This latest Ray tour, and the subsequent return of Louis ‘Satchmo’ Armstrong, rolled on without Lee Gordon, who was travelling yet again. But Gordon did check in with the troops, calling Alan Heffernan when the Armstrong roadshow reached Adelaide in late April 1956 and packed Centennial Hall. Gordon was in Paris. ‘You won’t believe who I’m having dinner with,’ he told Heffernan. ‘Sarah Vaughan.’

			Heffernan assured the promoter that the Armstrong tour was a hit at the box office – Satchmo had packed the Sydney Stadium for an entire week – and in return Gordon insisted that Heffernan join him in Europe in a few weeks. ‘Buy yourself a round-the-world ticket, Alan. My treat.’ Won over by Gordon’s generosity and confident that he could trust Max Moore to keep Big Show on the road, Heffernan agreed.

			‘I’ll see you in Madrid, Alan,’ Gordon said. ‘Have a good flight.’

		


		
			9.

			‘Relax. I bought off the whole of customs.’

			Lee Gordon was in high spirits when he caught up with Alan Heffernan in Madrid in June 1956. As Heffernan’s flight touched down, sirens were sounding all around him – he feared that he’d arrived at the worst possible time; maybe there was a war going on. That wasn’t quite the case. Gordon had chartered a flight from North Africa and had landed – without any official clearance – at the same time as Heffernan’s incoming flight, setting off a security scramble. ‘Mad bastards,’ muttered an airport official as Gordon’s aircraft taxied up to the terminal.

			Gordon was accompanied by Harold Davison, an English promoter and friend. Both Gordon and Davison were wearing fezzes and smiling broadly when they caught up with Heffernan. Like Gordon, Davison was a trailblazer, and he’d introduced British audiences to such stars as Frank Sinatra and Ella Fitzgerald – even reluctant flyer Bing Crosby. The pair of revellers had just flown in from Morocco where, in between partying, Gordon was helping Davison stage shows by a troupe of Russian singers and dancers, the Soviet Army Ensemble. Gordon had plans to promote concerts by the ensemble in the UK during July, his first attempt to tap into the European market. Benn Reyes was currently in London putting the pieces together.

			As Heffernan collected his luggage, he was confused by an additional piece of baggage – a blue valise – that was now among his belongings. ‘It’s not mine,’ Heffernan told the airport official, but was ignored.

			As the three men settled into their digs at the ritzy Hotel Castellana Hilton, a favourite spot for visiting movie stars – Ava Gardner lived there for five years – Gordon revealed the contents of his valise: six small bags of hashish. Heffernan was horrified. He berated Gordon, reminding him that he could have been left for dead in a Spanish prison if customs had found the stash. But Gordon just laughed it off.

			‘Relax, Alan,’ he said. ‘I bought off the whole of customs.’

			It wasn’t an idle boast – their European adventure demonstrated just how well-connected Lee Gordon truly was. Gordon and Heffernan dined at the finest eateries, saw the bizarre, bloody spectacle that was bullfighting at Las Ventas and then checked in with Frank Sinatra and his Rat Pack, who were also staying at the Castellana. Sinatra was filming The Pride and the Passion in Spain, a big-budget Napoleonic-era war drama. One night, Gordon and Heffernan joined Sinatra and his cronies as they watched a performance by flamenco dancers. Everything was flowing smoothly until Sinatra’s estranged wife Ava Gardner, who was in Europe shooting The Sun Also Rises, turned up at the venue. Sinatra demanded that they all leave. Immediately.

			Next stop for Gordon and Heffernan was Nice, then Cannes and the French Riviera. It was there, around the gambling tables, that Heffernan came to fully understand the high-rolling world of Lee Gordon. ‘His only interest in making money,’ Heffernan wrote, ‘was to experience the joy of spending it.’ While at the casino, Gordon got into a gambling ‘face-off’ with the 36-year-old King Farouk of Egypt, recently exiled from his country in a military coup. The two men bet huge amounts at adjacent tables, urged on by a gathering crowd. Although at one point Gordon was some $10,000 in the red – and was forced to borrow another $10,000 from Heffernan to stay in the game – he finally returned to their suite with $100,000 in cash.

			Gordon was quite literally the talk of the town, according to Heffernan. ‘The size of Lee’s bets and his losses was a topic of conversation on the beaches along the Mediterranean.’

			During another lively night at the casino, Gordon and Heffernan took in the floor show. The act featured a group of barely dressed dancers and a stunning French performer going by the stage name of Coccinelle – real name Jacqueline Charlotte Dufresnoy – who struck Heffernan as a dead ringer for film star Brigitte Bardot. Coccinelle joined them at the table after the show, and it was clear from their conversation that she knew Lee Gordon well. Everyone on the French Riviera seemed to know Lee Gordon. The three revellers raised their glasses of champagne and toasted the high life.

			Later, in his hotel suite, Heffernan discovered the truth about Coccinelle – the singer was transgender. Gordon walked into his colleague’s room, laughing loudly, saving Heffernan from further embarrassment. Gordon was completely unfazed by Coccinelle – as it turned out, Gordon, too, had learned the truth about Coccinelle the hard way. (And he was very open-minded when it came to sexuality.) The next morning, Gordon took the singer shopping for lingerie and swimwear in Cannes and, in the years to come, he would see the commercial potential in promoting similar drag and transgender artists. He’d also bring Coccinelle to Australia for a tour in 1959. (Coccinelle later underwent a sex-change operation and became a well-known performer and activist in France.)

			Leaving Heffernan in Paris, where he would sample the wonders of the Folies Bergère and the Lido, Gordon flew on to New York. Business was calling.

			***

			Lee Gordon had a new target. American Danny Kaye was one of the hottest acts in showbiz, riding high on his recent star turns in the films Hans Christian Andersen and White Christmas. A triple threat – a singer, dancer and comic – Kaye had also hosted the Academy Awards and was a popular figure on Broadway. Gordon was hell-bent on booking him for an Australian tour. But word had made its way to Kaye’s people at the William Morris Agency about the poor returns for the Big Shows featuring Abbott and Costello and Bob Hope. When Gordon met with Henry Miller at General Artists, another agent with whom he did regular business, he was handed an envelope containing photos of Bob Hope performing at a half-empty Sydney Stadium. Someone was determined to sully his name with the biggest players in the business. Gordon defended his reputation, pointing out that his three most recent Big Shows – Nat King Cole, Johnnie Ray and Louis Armstrong – had all done great business, but Danny Kaye still said no.

			Gordon sought solace at the Sands Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas, where, just like the French Riviera, he was a popular figure. The casino was controlled by Jack ‘Mr Entertainment’ Entratter, a pal of Frank Sinatra with – allegedly – links to the Mob. When Entratter spotted Gordon, he handed him a pile of $25 chips. ‘Everything’s on the house, Lee,’ he told him. ‘Live it up.’ True to his nature, Gordon took up Entratter’s offer.

			Gordon’s five-star tour, however, took a dark turn during his final stop. He’d been rejoined on the US west coast by Heffernan and decided to show him how the high-flyers lived in Hollywood before they returned to Oz. They dined at the Beverly Hills Luau and caught the popular Frankie Ortega Trio at a club on Sunset Boulevard. The pair took rooms at the Saharan Motor Hotel, a short stroll from Hollywood’s famous Walk of Fame.

			Gordon was entertaining a woman he’d met at the club when Heffernan was awoken at around 2 a.m. by raised voices coming from Gordon’s suite. Heffernan went to investigate and saw two burly policemen inside Gordon’s room. They were brutally beating Gordon while advising his female companion to keep her mouth shut. Heffernan tried to intervene but was instructed, firmly, to mind his business and get back to his room.

			Several hours later, at the Hollywood police station, Heffernan bailed out a bruised and badly shaken Gordon. It transpired that the woman he was entertaining was the girlfriend of one of the city’s finest, who’d decided to dish out some rough justice to Gordon. (How he learned about her hook-up with Gordon remained a mystery.) Heffernan was irate and insisted that they make a formal complaint, but Gordon thought better of it. He told his partner that they should let it go; sometimes this was how things happened in Hollywood.

			‘Let’s get back to work, Alan,’ Gordon said, and they caught the next flight to Sydney, well in time for their upcoming Big Show in October 1956.

			***

			Lee Gordon had been away for several months, and he returned to a different Australia. On the evening of 16 September 1956, with Bruce Gyngell’s concise (and immortal) words ‘Good evening and welcome to television’, a whole new world of entertainment had begun. The popularity of TV would present a big challenge for Lee Gordon. Now, not only would he need to present the best possible entertainers, but he would have to entice people away from the comfort of their homes and the allure of the small screen.

			Right now, though, he had the biggest Big Show yet to present, which he’d named ‘The Record Star Parade’. Topping the bill was Frankie Laine, along with American comic Stan Freberg, vocalist Don Cornell, renowned drummer Buddy Rich, ragtime piano man Joe ‘Fingers’ Carr and oddball siblings The Nilsson Twins. Four nights were booked at the Sydney Stadium from 12 October.

			Thirty-year-old Stan Freberg was a satirist, the ‘Weird Al’ Yankovic of his time, best known for the ridiculous ‘John and Marsha’, in which he voiced two characters who spent two and a half minutes repeating each other’s names in what appeared to be heightening levels of passion. It became so popular, reaching number 20 in the US charts, that Freberg cut a sequel, ‘A Dear John and Marsha Letter’, in 1953.

			In his act, Freberg sent up such contemporary subjects as Communist-hunting US senator Joseph McCarthy (during a piece called ‘Point of Order’), new kid Elvis Presley – Freberg’s impression involved a lot of hip-wiggling and writhing ‘like a burlesque show stripteaser’, according to one reviewer – and honorary Aussie Johnnie Ray. The latter was the highlight of his live act; he’d sing ‘Cry’ in a manner that Freberg described as ‘intense pain set to music’. Australian crowds lapped it up. Freberg was, in return, impressed by Australian audiences. ‘I didn’t know whether Australians would pick up the satire … but they get it all right and they’re quick on the uptake. Yep, they’re really hep.’

			While both the Record Star Parade and a far more successful return tour by Frankie Laine – which again featured Freberg – helped balance the budget at Big Show Pty Ltd, Lee Gordon was soon back in the news. This time it was a twist on his previous dispute about hiring Australian musicians. Gordon had been employing local players in the orchestras that accompanied his recent acts, but rather than use different people in different cities, he wanted musicians from Sydney to travel interstate with each tour. They’d already rehearsed and performed with the starring acts, so it seemed logical to Gordon to put them on the road with the troupes. Gordon paid them well, too; some players received as much as £60 per week plus travelling allowances.

			The Musicians’ Union, however, argued that musicians from each city of the tour should be hired, not just Sydney players. There’d been a recent dispute in Melbourne, during the Frankie Laine show, when the union insisted that a full fourteen-piece orchestra should be hired. Ten musicians from Sydney, who had rehearsed and performed with Laine and the other artists on the bill, travelled south with the troupe, but the union demanded four locals also be hired. A cheque covering the orchestra’s full salary mysteriously appeared on the desk of the independent body handling the dispute. It was a trademark Lee Gordon move.

			But the union’s secretary, C.M. Wheatland, said that Gordon had agreed to hire local musicians but hadn’t properly fulfilled his promise. The matter made its way to court, but the Conciliation Commission preferred that Gordon and the union settle their problems privately, which they did.

			However, Lee Gordon soon had a much bigger obstacle to overcome than the Musicians’ Union – the evolving tastes of his audience.

			***

			Stan Freberg may have scored cheap laughs sending up Elvis ‘the Pelvis’ Presley, but the emergence of Presley and such other rock-and-roll supernovas as Little Richard, Buddy Holly and Jerry Lee Lewis, among many others, was radically altering what was heard, and loved, on Australian radio. Among the radio DJs now peddling a whole new sound was Bob Rogers – at the time with Brisbane’s 4BH but soon to move to Sydney’s 2UE – and he could see the seismic shift that was taking place. Almost overnight, crooners and dancers and Hollywood starlets were passé, entertainment for ‘squares’ and ‘oldies’. ‘Rock ‘n’roll was unstoppable,’ wrote Rogers.

			The proof was in the charts. The first number 1 hit in Australia for 1956 was ‘The Yellow Rose of Texas’ by Mitch Miller with His Orchestra, a song that pretty much defined the term ‘middle of the road’. Fast-forward six months and Elvis Presley, a hot-wired 21-year-old from Tupelo, Mississippi, was burning up the charts with ‘Heartbreak Hotel’. By the end of the year he had three top 20 hits in Australia. Vocal groups such as The Platters – who had more in common with rock and roll than they ever did with Perry Como – had their first Australian hits during 1956 with ‘The Great Pretender’, ‘(You’ve Got) The Magic Touch’ and ‘Only You (And You Alone)’, two of which appeared on the soundtrack of a film that defined the changing of the cultural guard. It was called Rock Around the Clock.

			When Lee Gordon announced an upcoming tour by Bill Haley and His Comets – supported by The Platters – in early 1957, Haley’s band was already very familiar to Australian audiences thanks to their standout appearance in Rock Around the Clock (which featured ‘17 Sensational Hit Tunes’, as one ad made very clear). It was another huge Gordon coup – Haley and his band were red hot and in enormous demand. Gordon had delivered yet again.

			Yet when Rock Around the Clock opened in theatres in early October 1956, local critics weren’t sure what to make of the film – ‘it is almost devoid of good taste, good manners or good acting’, moaned one scribe – or this new music, ‘which has now become notorious throughout the world’, according to a Herald reviewer.

			But rock and roll was a bonanza for local cinemas – and no one seemed to mind that the mostly teenage audiences would often leap from their seats and start jitterbugging as soon as they heard the opening rumble of ‘Rock Around the Clock’. ‘They’re just having a good time,’ said Jack Murray, whose George Street cinema screened Rock Around the Clock four times daily, to packed houses.

			Rock-and-roll records may not have been on high rotation at Lee Gordon’s swanky Point Piper apartment, but the promoter understood evolution. He knew that he needed to get on board, and to hell with the expense. While Gordon didn’t reveal exactly how much he’d paid to secure Haley’s services, Alan Heffernan admitted that ‘he was expensive. Lee … spent a fortune on that first rock show.’

			Bill Haley, however, was no pin-up like Elvis Presley. At the time of his breakout hit, he was 31 years old – positively ancient by rock and roll’s standards. He was twice married, had fathered five children, and had a drinking problem. Haley’s gimmick, a kiss curl of dark hair that draped over his right eye, was positively vaudevillian. He’d been on the road since 1940 and had been leading his band the Comets – originally a western-swing outfit called Bill Haley’s Saddlemen – since 1951. They’d covered ‘Rock Around the Clock’ in 1954 but it wasn’t until its re-release the following year, to tie in with the success of the film Blackboard Jungle, that the song became a million seller. It reached number 1 on the US charts on 9 July 1955 and Haley was duly given the tag ‘Mr Rock ‘n’ Roll’.

			Success had been a long time coming for Haley, who seemed a tad confused about this thing called rock and roll, which he described to the local press as ‘a little hillbilly, a little Dixieland, a little bop’ prior to a six-night run of Big Shows at the Sydney Stadium that would begin on 17 January. His manager, Jim Ferguson, assured the Australian public that there wouldn’t be riots like those that had broken out during recent shows in America and England. ‘If Bill sees them getting out of hand, he just stops the beat,’ he said. ‘That fixes ’em.’ And if that doesn’t work, chuckled Ferguson, ‘he’ll slip into “God Save the Queen”.’

		


		
			10.

			‘I’m afraid I don’t see a briefcase.’

			The first weeks of 1957 were the liveliest of times for Lee Gordon and his team. Not only were Bill Haley and His Comets touring, but so were American basketball legends the Harlem Globetrotters, as part of an arrangement Gordon had put in place with Abe Saperstein, the Globetrotters’ founder, owner and coach. The team would be in the country for three weeks, playing exhibition games in various cities. But Gordon clashed over promotional issues with Saperstein’s ‘point man’ for the tour, Leo Levitt, and put in a call to Heffernan, who was busy setting up the Bill Haley shows.

			‘Alan,’ he said, ‘you’re in charge of the Globetrotters, too.’

			‘I realised I would have my hands more than full,’ said Heffernan, whose workload suddenly doubled.

			It was during the Bill Haley tour that Lee Gordon’s problems regarding local musicians were partly resolved – and by pure chance. Twenty-two-year-old Johnny O’Keefe was the son of a successful Sydney businessman, raised in the upscale eastern suburbs and educated by the Christian Brothers at Waverley College. Johnny had just one dream: to be a rock and roller. Elvis Presley was a god to O’Keefe – they were born just eleven days apart and O’Keefe felt this was a sign that he was born to rock.

			By day, the 21-year-old O’Keefe manned the sales floor of his father’s furniture store in Sydney’s CBD. After hours, O’Keefe and his band the Dee Jays rehearsed in the building; Johnny sometimes caught up on his sleep in the store’s bedding department. He’d often skip work altogether and prowl the halls of Big Show’s Rushcutters Bay office building, hoping to meet Lee Gordon. The highly ambitious O’Keefe was no fool; he knew that the only way he could progress from playing town halls and dances was to buddy up with the biggest promoter in the country.

			One day, Gordon noticed the kid hanging about outside the office. ‘Who is that?’ he asked Heffernan.

			‘That,’ said Gordon’s 2IC, ‘is Johnny O’Keefe.’

			‘So what does he want?’

			‘He wants to sing,’ said Heffernan.

			Gordon shrugged and got back to work. He’d heard that before.

			O’Keefe was persistent. He managed to buttonhole Gordon one day as he was heading out for lunch, and he got straight to the point.

			‘I think you should have an Australian group at the Bill Haley shows,’ he said.

			Gordon decided to humour the kid. ‘So, who should this group be?’ he asked.

			‘My band,’ O’Keefe replied, point blank. ‘We’re called the Dee Jays.’

			Gordon tried not to laugh in the kid’s face. An Australian on an all-star international bill? No chance. Despite the threats from Actors’ Equity and the Musicians’ Union, Gordon believed that Australians simply wouldn’t pay to see one of their own. He’d already booked US acts the Platters, Freddie Bell and the Bell Boys, LaVern Baker and Big Joe Turner – a cast of 27 in all, ‘flown direct from Hollywood, a complete American rock and roll show’ – for the Haley Big Show. Gordon had recently opened his own box offices at two sites in the city, at the World and Globe theatres, and tickets for the six nights at the Sydney Stadium were selling fast: why the hell would he need a local group?

			Gordon gave O’Keefe a very firm no and O’Keefe had to be content with seeing Haley, one of his heroes, perform at the stadium. Not just once, mind you; O’Keefe would be there, soaking it all up, for half a dozen shows. ‘I might be mad,’ Gordon said to Heffernan, ‘but this kid is crazy.’

			***

			Lee Gordon’s marketing savvy was on full display when he launched the Bill Haley tour at the Newcastle Stadium on 8 January. At his own expense, he flew in dozens of influential people – DJs, journalists, other media, prominent businesspeople, anyone he could think of who might spread the word – from all over the country. ‘He was a pioneer of that sort of public relations ploy in Australia,’ said Bob Rogers, who was among the lucky invitees. It wasn’t quite payola, which was fast becoming a dirty word in the American entertainment business, but it was pretty close.

			On opening night, Gordon was in his office at Sydney, and prior to the show he called Harry Mack, who ran the 3000-capacity Newcastle Stadium.

			‘How are sales going?’ asked Gordon.

			‘How are they going?’ Mack asked incredulously. ‘They’re all gone! They went in an hour. Lee, can’t we get an extra week or something?’

			When Gordon did eventually get to Newcastle, he made a point of meeting the staff at the stadium, including Mack and Glen Barker, who was one of the announcers at the venue. As Barker recalled, when he introduced himself and shook hands with the promoter, he opened his palm and found out that Gordon had slipped him a £10 note. Barker found Gordon to be ‘a very generous bloke’.

			Once again, a Big Show made front-page news when Haley and His Comets filled the Sydney Stadium a few nights later, on 17 January. It was pandemonium. ‘Couples leapt from their seats and danced in the aisles,’ observed a slightly stunned reporter. ‘Attendants, assisted by police, could not stop them.’ That night, in the dungeon deep beneath the stadium, Gordon’s team had a lot of bills to count – some 20,000 fans had paid as much as 29 shillings and 6 pence to see the first two shows. It was a massive windfall.

			The day after his first Sydney shows, Haley and his entourage arranged to meet Gordon at his Big Show office. Gordon quietly offered Haley US$100,000 to stay in the country an extra week and play more shows – the response had been remarkable, both from the public and the DJs Gordon had treated so well. ‘Radio networks went crazy,’ said Alan Heffernan. Gordon even offered to fly out the band members’ wives, again at his own expense. But Haley explained that he was homesick and wanted to return Stateside before undertaking another tour of England.

			Johnny O’Keefe was once again lurking about on the stairs and, upon hearing a nearby commotion, found himself face to face with Haley himself. Sure, the man looked a little older in person, a bit puffier around the gills, but he was still the guy who sang ‘Rock Around the Clock’. A living legend. Keen to seize the moment, O’Keefe stepped forward and introduced himself and, on a whim, asked Haley if he’d like to come with him to his family home for a visit. It seemed like an outrageous request, but Haley figured, well, why not? He’d been on the road long enough to be weary of hotels and room service, and he liked the kid’s moxie.

			The O’Keefes lived in the posh suburb of Dover Heights, and the two men were met by Johnny’s mother Thelma. She’d just been fishing at nearby Watsons Bay.

			‘Bill’s a fisherman, too,’ Johnny told her.

			Thelma invited Haley into the kitchen. In the sink sat a couple of ‘tiddlers’ that she’d caught that morning. Haley smiled and nodded at her haul, saying very little.

			On their way back to the hotel, O’Keefe had a question for Haley.

			‘So, what kind of fish do you catch back home, Bill?’ he asked.

			‘Um, marlin, John. Real big fish.’

			For once, Johnny O’Keefe didn’t know what to say.

			During his run of highly successful shows at the Stadium, Haley also visited the offices of Festival Records, his Australian label, who’d been selling his vinyl by the warehouse-load. Haley met with Ken Taylor, the general manager of the label, and talk turned to ‘local talent’.

			‘I’ve been spending some time with this kid called Johnny O’Keefe,’ said Haley. ‘I think he’s pretty good.’

			Taylor nodded and made a note to find out who Johnny O’Keefe actually was.

			O’Keefe was no pin-up – he had a boxer’s face, and was short and stocky – nor was he a great singer. But he had undeniable onstage presence and was fast becoming his own one-man marketing department, inspired by watching Lee Gordon, the master of spin, in action. By sheer will, he’d managed to work his way into the good graces of one of the biggest names in rock and roll – and a record deal wasn’t too far away, either.

			Given that O’Keefe had Bill Haley’s blessing, Lee Gordon no longer ignored him and would eventually agree to Johnny’s entreaties to include him on a Big Show bill. And they’d come to form a powerful alliance, despite the wariness of some of Johnny’s bandmates. ‘I liked [Gordon] and sort of disliked him,’ said John ‘Catfish’ Purser, who had recently become the Dee Jays’ drummer. ‘He was a very rough American, very crass.’ But Purser could also see that O’Keefe and Gordon had become ‘the best of friends. There was a balance there, an understanding.’ Their bond became so strong that when O’Keefe became a father, he’d name his son John Lee O’Keefe.

			Publicist John Brydon-Brown sometimes helped Gordon with promotions for his Big Shows, and he could see the impact Gordon had on the young singer. ‘Lee Gordon was the first of the major influences.’ John Laws was a leading DJ at Sydney station 2UE, who Gordon sometimes supplied with new records that he’d brought back from America. Laws sensed that O’Keefe was ‘slightly in awe’ of Gordon. ‘If Lee said jump, he’d jump. I think he was probably intrigued by him.’

			Others close to O’Keefe weren’t as impressed by Gordon. ‘Gordon was your typical used-car salesman,’ figured John Greenan, who played saxophone in the Dee Jays. Greenan believed that Gordon ‘corrupted’ Johnny by exposing him to marijuana and the high life. ‘He was something else; maybe even Mafia. But he did well for our industry at the time. Seeing that stadium packed … wow. But he was a loose cannon.’

			The Bill Haley tour and the eventual rise of Johnny O’Keefe made it clear to Lee Gordon that there was a whole new market to exploit: teenagers. They were ready and willing to spend money and wanted – no, demanded – to have a good time. ‘Teenagers went to Big Shows convinced that they would be entertained and that they would enjoy it,’ Gordon said after the Haley tour. ‘Man, I love these teenagers.’ This was different to older audiences, who the promoter felt tended to sit back and say, ‘Entertain me. I dare you.’

			But Gordon refused to take the credit for introducing young Aussies to rock and roll via the Bill Haley Big Shows. He figured it was bound to happen eventually. ‘All I did was perhaps hasten the arrival,’ he said. ‘Sooner or later the kids would have discovered it anyway.’

			Future Big Shows that featured younger rockers, aimed directly at the teen market, would prove to be handsome money-spinners for Lee Gordon. However, there was a caveat – Gordon needed to get his timing right. ‘Even a week could mean the difference between a packed house and a half-empty barn,’ he explained. In the near future, Gordon would come to see that in action – with an obscure American singer named ‘Crash’ Craddock.

			***

			Frank Sinatra, who was currently appearing in the films High Society and Johnny Concho, had made a commitment to Gordon to return for more Australian shows in February 1957. Once again, the promoter offered Sinatra huge money, and Gordon spent up big promoting the second coming of Ol’ Blue Eyes, with the help of Art Schurgin, who was helping put together the pieces of the tour from Detroit. Within days of tickets being released to the public, sales were through the (stadium) roof; Sinatra’s seven Sydney concerts had generated about £120,000 for Big Show Pty Ltd. ‘I felt like a punter who had invested a fortune on a horse he knows will win,’ said Gordon, whose bank vault in Martin Place was once again bursting with cash. ‘Money poured in.’

			But then disaster struck. Ever since the problems with Ella Fitzgerald in 1954, Gordon had made a habit of calling the airline in Honolulu and ensuring that his artist was on the connecting flight to Australia. When the Sinatra flight manifest was wired through to Gordon in Sydney, he was horrified – the singer’s name wasn’t on the list. Gordon tried to reach Sinatra using a radio telephone, and the singer’s manager, Hank Sanicola, took the call. They were still in Honolulu.

			Sanicola explained how on 6 February, en route to Australia with his entourage – eight people in all – Sinatra had reached his stopover in Honolulu. Sinatra was joined there unexpectedly by American composer Jimmy Van Heusen, who’d written several of Sinatra’s biggest songs, including ‘Love and Marriage’, and the singer invited him to join the troupe in Australia. But Sinatra was told there was no sleeping berth available for his extra guest on the continuing flight to Sydney. The angry singer dug in and insisted that Van Heusen was given a sleeper but was again told there simply wasn’t one available. Team Sinatra refused to board.

			When approached by a press correspondent on the ground, Sinatra was his usual truculent self. He said that he had ‘other business a lot more important that a lousy fifteen-day tour’.

			After speaking with Sanicola, Gordon boarded the next available flight to Hawaii. While he was in the air, a formal statement was issued on behalf of Big Show, which made newspaper front pages on 7 February. It read, in part: ‘Countless numbers of people are holding tickets for Sinatra shows, and Mr Gordon is determined not to let them down. We ask all people to hold their tickets until Mr Gordon has seen Mr Sinatra.’ And, if the unimaginable happened and the tour was called off, ‘all ticket money will be refunded’. Alternatively, Gordon suggested, if Sinatra didn’t appear, tickets could be used for a replacement artist. (Although Gordon had no idea who that might be – who would be as big a drawcard as Sinatra?)

			Sinatra’s expensive tantrum was fodder for Australia’s gossip columnists. ‘Hothead Sinatra’ ran the headline of an article that documented the star’s many conflicts, such as the time he knocked out journalist Lee Mortimer at Hollywood hotspot Ciro’s, in 1947. Then there was his troubled love life – once, while in a London theatre, Sinatra had chased a paparazzo who had snapped a shot of the singer with his latest female partner. ‘It’s the old Sinatra,’ figured one reporter. Another Sydney journalist described Sinatra as ‘a tedious little man’ and ‘a choleric crooner’. The story of Sinatra’s Honolulu drama also broke in America; The Detroit Free Press reported how ‘Folks Down Under Nearly Go Under’. ‘No doubt about it,’ wrote Mark Beltaire, ‘Gordon and Schurgin stand to bleed financially from Sinatra’s about-face.’

			While this made for lively reading, it didn’t help Lee Gordon, who was in an almighty jam. When he reached Honolulu, he learned more about what had taken place, after speaking with Peter Picken, a Qantas pilot. Gordon was told that Sinatra had arrived in Honolulu on the morning of 6 February and attended an upscale luncheon staged in his honour at Henry Kaiser’s Hawaiian Village Hotel. (His Sydney flight wasn’t due to leave until 8 p.m.; he had time to kill.) Many of the invited guests were politicians and captains of industry, and as things grew rowdy it was suggested to Kaiser that perhaps some of Mr Sinatra’s guests might prefer to dine elsewhere.

			Sinatra had knocked back a few Jack Daniels by this point, and his response was blunt. ‘If they’re going, I’m going,’ he said, and stormed out.

			Soon after, Sinatra and his party found a more suitable drinking spot, which was where they bumped into Van Heusen. During that afternoon’s session, on a whim, Sinatra suggested he join them in Australia, which led to the conflict at the airport. Allegedly, Sinatra had offered US$1000 cash to passengers holding first-class tickets, hoping to buy a spot for Van Heusen, but no one took him up on it.

			Hank Sanicola had told Gordon that they’d catch a later Sydney-bound Pan Am flight and honour their commitment, but that didn’t happen – instead, Sinatra and his crew returned to mainland America. (Although a rumour did the rounds that he stayed put in Hawaii and played golf with Sammy Davis Jr.) Lee Gordon was left badly in the lurch, something like £100,000 out of pocket. He had no choice but to cancel the tour: ‘Believe me it hurt to hand back that [money] to the customers.’ Gordon likened the act of cancelling the tour to seeing a sure-fire winner lose at the last hurdle. ‘Any punter who has backed a certainty and seen it beaten in a photo finish will know how I felt,’ he said.

			Understandably, Gordon was furious. He didn’t want to sue Sinatra, who he still regarded as a friend, but believed he had to take some kind of action. According to Alan Heffernan, Gordon met with the American Guild of Variety Artists (AGVA), and the promoter had enough clout to encourage them to take action. AGVA agreed that Sinatra had broken a contract and effectively black-banned him from acting, performing or recording. But Sinatra was desperate to star in the upcoming film Pal Joey, which featured the songs of Rodgers and Hart. He needed to set things right with Gordon and agreed that Gordon could promote a string of upcoming US dates. Sinatra was scheduled to be in Hollywood promoting Pal Joey in November 1957 so he would be free to play four shows on four successive weekends along the US west coast. It seemed to be a solid arrangement – the potential money was huge and it would be yet another international splash for Lee Gordon, promoter. Benn Reyes would help Gordon on the ground.

			But before Lee Gordon could reconnect with Sinatra, he had another big opportunity awaiting him. The Colonel was calling.

			***

			Lee Gordon was in America between late April and early September 1957, and in his absence, another Big Show went ahead with Heffernan and Max Moore and the rest of the Sydney team taking charge. Billed a little awkwardly as ‘The Sensational All New 2nd Record Star Parade’, it featured such bankable American acts as vibraphonist Lionel ‘Hamp’ Hampton and was a modest success, playing four nights at the Sydney Stadium during April. Locals warmed to Hampton’s high-energy work on the vibes and his equally flashy turns of phrase. ‘I hear they’re just the mostest down in Kangarooland,’ the 48-year-old from Louisville, Kentucky, said upon arrival. ‘We’ll set the cool cats rocking and rolling in the aisles.’

			Gordon, meanwhile, was getting to know Elvis Presley. The year 1957 would be huge for Presley: he’d star in two hit movies, Loving You and Jailhouse Rock, while early in the year he’d made a key appearance on TV’s Ed Sullivan Show – the host made a point of telling his massive audience that Elvis was a ‘decent, fine boy’. And the ink was just about dry on a contract to buy a fourteen-acre Memphis property called Graceland. Gordon couldn’t have hoped to work with him at a more opportune time – Elvis-mania was in full swing, particularly now that the singer was eligible to be drafted into the US Army and could be absent for an extended period of time. His wily manager Colonel Tom Parker knew he had to squeeze the most out of his charge before Uncle Sam came calling.

			Gordon had earned the chance to promote some 1957 Presley shows in America with a typical show of cunning (and a little bribery). Gordon, who’d just celebrated his thirty-fourth birthday, arrived at Parker’s office unannounced and asked for a meeting. The response was an emphatic no. But Gordon had a strategy: he’d come armed with a briefcase containing US$100,000 in cash. He decided to try again. He asked Parker’s secretary, Trude Forsher, if she’d be good enough to give Parker the briefcase, which she did. Then she returned to her desk, not saying a word.

			Moments later, Forsher’s intercom buzzed.

			‘What the fuck is going on out there?’ demanded Parker.

			‘The gentleman from Australia is still here,’ she replied. ‘What should I tell him?’

			‘Send the son of a bitch in,’ growled Parker. ‘And I don’t want to be disturbed.’

			Once inside, Gordon sat quietly while Parker sized him up.

			‘I take it this briefcase is yours?’ he asked Gordon.

			After formally introducing himself and explaining that he’d been doing well promoting shows in Australia, Gordon shot Parker a look. ‘I’m afraid I don’t see a briefcase,’ he said.

			Parker immediately understood that he was dealing with a canny operator not unlike himself. ‘Okay,’ he continued, ‘so what do you have in mind?’

			Gordon spelled out his plans for a brief US tour by Presley, just ten days in total. When Parker quizzed him about the ‘split’ – the breakdown of proceeds from the tour – Gordon had another surprise in store. ‘Colonel,’ he said, ‘let’s just do the tour and work out the split when it’s done.’

			Parker was sold. The only condition was that his friend and long-time employee Oscar Davis would accompany Gordon on the road. (Davis would later be at Jerry Lee Lewis’s side on a 1958 Australian Big Show tour.) And even though Davis’s fee was excessive, Gordon knew that the tour was a guaranteed hit. Gordon’s partner Benn Reyes helped with promotion and travelled with him. Art Schurgin was also involved; when asked by a reporter how much of the ‘take’ went to Parker and Presley, he replied, ‘I’d rather not talk about it. It hurts.’

			Parker described his star client Presley as ‘a courteous and gracious boy’, and that proved to be very much the case when the singer met with Gordon. When Presley signed the contract for the tour, he turned to the promoter and drawled, ‘That’s a powerful lot of money, Mr Gordon. I won’t let you down.’ The contract itself was one of Parker’s favourite things – it was a piece of paper almost a metre long, with a photo of a grinning Elvis on the front page. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it,’ Gordon admitted. ‘Can I have an extra one for myself?’ Parker charged him a dollar for the souvenir.

			Gordon had a specific aim for the short run of US dates, which he billed as ‘The Biggest Shows of 1957’ – he wanted to prove to Parker that he had the right stuff to promote a substantial Australian tour for the swivel-hipped superstar. The US tour would begin with a Chicago show on 28 March and then swing through St Louis, Fort Wayne and Detroit, cross the border for concerts in Toronto and Ottawa, before finishing up with two nights at the Philadelphia Arena. When asked about the cult of Elvis during a pre-tour press conference, Gordon cryptically replied that the singer had ‘the gift of mass hypnotism’. He certainly had Australians spellbound: nine Presley singles reached the Oz top 20 during 1957, including ‘Love Me Tender’, ‘All Shook Up’ and ‘Jailhouse Rock’. The demand for an Australian tour was huge.

			On the opening night of 28 March, in front of a crowd of 13,000 at Chicago’s International Ampitheater, Presley took the stage wearing a gold-lamé suit, valued at US$2500, designed by tailor-to-the-stars Nudie Cohn and paid for by Lee Gordon. He teamed the suit with $100 gold-trimmed slippers. ‘It’s real gold, with impregnated unborn calf skin, or something of the sort,’ a slightly confused Gordon told a reporter when asked about Presley’s stage outfit. (Interestingly, by the time the tour reached Canada, the suit’s value had somehow increased to $4000, according to the local press.) After the Chicago show, Parker suggested that Elvis not drop to his knees so much in future, because the flake was peeling off when he hit the stage. ‘Gold is expensive,’ the ever-frugal Parker reminded him.

			The Chicago show grossed almost US$40,000; the following night’s concert at the Kiel Auditorium in St Louis would gross more than $25,000. The 10,000 tickets for Presley’s show at the Fort Wayne Memorial Coliseum in Indiana sold out weeks in advance; 24,000 tickets were quickly sold for Presley’s upcoming double-header at the Olympia Stadium in Detroit. His closing shows in Philadelphia were set to gross more than $43,000. Elvis was effectively a licence to print money, catnip to a promoter such as Lee Gordon, who was also impressed by Elvis the performer. ‘It’s almost unbelievable when you see an artist walk out on stage and receive an ovation like the one we have witnessed tonight,’ Gordon said after the St Louis show.

			The local press, meanwhile, remained a little unsure what to make of the Elvis spectacle – one reporter covering this run of dates described Presley as ‘the hip-swinging pyro technician of rock’n’roll’. Another journo wrote, ‘You cannot deny the fascination Presley impels.’ And yet another stated, ‘The singing troubadour with the long sideburns gives off more electricity than the Detroit Edison Company.’ Most nights, at precisely the moment Presley took the stage, the venue would be illuminated by hundreds of flashbulbs as starstruck fans snapped photos of their idol. Many of his devotees wore ‘Elvis For President’ badges, and most screamed their lungs raw as he performed. Lee Gordon stood in the wings and soaked up the atmosphere. ‘It’s very dramatic,’ he said.

			For the first time in his career, Presley performed in Canada, playing wildly received shows, first in Ottawa and in Toronto. There he packed the Maple Leaf Gardens, the same venue Bill Haley had filled the year before in the first rock-and-roll show staged at the site. Presley drew a crowd of 15,000 eager fans to the Gardens, the biggest audience of his career to date. When asked why the singer wasn’t playing in Montreal, a member of Presley’s entourage replied, ‘They haven’t got enough police to spare there.’

			These Canadian shows gave Lee Gordon the impression there was no reason why Presley wouldn’t tour beyond mainland USA. But this was a very rare case of Colonel Parker, who rarely left his young charge’s side, crossing the border. (He had his reasons not to travel widely, as time would reveal.)

			Despite Presley’s rapid rise and the madness that broke out wherever he went – there were as many as 200 police officers trying to retain order at some shows – he hadn’t forgotten his roots. He was a 22-year-old country boy deep down and politely referred to Lee as ‘Mr Gordon.’ At the end of the tour, Presley gave Gordon a framed photograph, which he’d signed: ‘To my dear friend, Lee.’ It took pride of place on the wall of Gordon’s office back in Sydney.

			Colonel Parker was more inscrutable, although Gordon, always the hustler, did whatever he could to stay on the Colonel’s good side. Prior to the tour, acting on a tip that Parker had a thing for pricey footwear, Gordon sent him a pair of kangaroo-skin boots he’d had tailor-made in Sydney. While on the road in the USA, Parker mentioned to Gordon that his wife was in the market for dining and lounge suites, which led to Gordon spending up big on furniture for the Parkers. As Max Moore would write, ‘I have no idea how many thousands of pounds Lee spent trying to get Elvis to Australia.’

			Parker retained his tight grip on his superstar client: not only did he insist that Oscar Davis accompany Gordon, but he mapped out the itinerary and hand-picked the opening acts for the tour. While he was never one to reveal too much, Parker must have been impressed during one particular stop when Gordon booked an ad for US$40 that helped sell $70,000 worth of tickets. Gross takings for the tour were a staggering $350,000, while the souvenir desk – strictly Colonel Parker’s domain – turned over more than $25,000. Gordon marked the windfall by presenting Elvis with the gift of a brand-new Ford Thunderbird. It was a handy addition to the eight cars he already owned.

			It was no mystery why Lee Gordon hoped to get Presley to Australia; the potential proceeds were fantastic, bigger even than for Frank Sinatra. And it would be a huge score for Gordon, who, when he returned to Sydney in early September 1957, was quietly convinced that he’d won over the Colonel. According to Presley biographer Peter Guralnick, Gordon learned a lot from Parker. ‘He was a great protégé of Colonel Parker’s. And they were great pals.’ Parker was once asked what he did while Elvis was on stage. ‘Mostly I count the money,’ he replied, which was pretty much what Gordon and his team did during Big Shows. They had plenty in common.

			‘Elvis May Tour Australia’ read a headline on Gordon’s return. It stated that the promoter was ‘dickering with Presley for a tour’, although the star had not yet made a decision. As it transpired, Lee Gordon’s ‘dickering’ would continue for some time yet.

		


		
			11.

			‘Their driving force is their ego.’

			Once back in Australia, Lee Gordon had several Big Shows in the works. The first was yet another tour from Johnnie Ray in mid-September and, not surprisingly, expectations were high. But judging by the turnout at Sydney airport to greet Ray on 14 September, the singer’s star was fading fast. There was none of the madness from his previous visit. Only 50 members of his fan club bothered to show; they were almost outnumbered by the squad of police who looked on, fearing another riot. There seemed to be more of a buzz around the arrival of Danish architect Jørn Utzon, who’d been selected to design the Sydney Opera House. And a lot of Australians were staying home, glued to the small screen, laughing at the antics of a bug-eyed comic by the name of Graham Kennedy, the host of GTV-9’s In Melbourne Tonight.

			Ray made the best of it, however, reassuring the media that as far as he was concerned, ‘Australia is wonderful, wonderful.’ But Ray performed for a disappointing two nights at the Sydney Stadium before heading to Melbourne, where he dodged another small crowd at the airport after suffering a bout of airsickness. ‘The plane came down too sharply for my stomach,’ Ray explained as he swiftly boarded a city-bound taxi.

			Clearly bothered by the tepid box office, Lee Gordon did what he always did – he cooked up a plan. He took Ray to a Sydney tailor, who designed a special suit for the singer. He stitched it so loosely that even the slightest tug from an eager fan would detach the sleeves. But fan response was nothing like it had been in March 1956, when Ray played more than 30 concerts – this time he performed barely a dozen times during his week in the country, and his suit stayed pretty much intact.

			Yet strange things continued to happen to Johnnie Ray in Australian hotels. During his time in Sydney, Gordon hosted a party for the singer and a few others and at around 4 a.m. Ray decided it was time for a song. The hotel’s manager wasn’t thrilled, however, as Gordon recalled: ‘Either he felt it was too late for slumber music or too early for a breakfast session.’ The angry manager pushed his way to the Steinway and locked it with a key, thinking that would be the end of the revelry. But as soon as he left the room, Ray forced open the lid of the expensive piano and resumed playing.

			‘He is a very determined guy,’ said Gordon, who, along with Ray and his other guests, was promptly turfed out into the street. ‘By then Johnnie had lost interest in the piano, anyway,’ Gordon chuckled.

			Gordon had been in and out of the country while Ray was on the road because he needed to promote another Elvis Presley US run of dates – a hit-and-run four-day, five-show dash in early September – again hoping it would help further grease the wheels for an Australian tour. Gordon may have wished he’d stayed in America, sweet-talking the Colonel, because his next Big Show was one of the most controversial yet. It starred Little Richard, the wild-eyed 24-year-old shouter from Macon, Georgia, the voice of the frantic, hormonally charged rock-and-roll hits ‘Tutti Frutti’ and ‘Long Tall Sally’. The son of a church deacon who sold moonshine on the side, Richard – born Richard Wayne Penniman – would undergo a religious conversion of his own while in Australia during October 1957.

			The Little Richard tour would also introduce Johnny O’Keefe to a larger audience, thanks to another ticketing problem in Honolulu. American rockers Gene Vincent and the Blue Caps, who’d had a huge smash with ‘Be-Bop-a-Lula’, had been hired by Gordon for the Little Richard tour but were held up en route and Gordon was one act short for opening night at Wollongong, on the NSW south coast. Aware that he needed an extra band for the show, Gordon contacted O’Keefe. They met at the Big Show office.

			‘Can I hire your guys for the Wollongong concert?’ Gordon asked the singer.

			‘You need my band, huh?’ O’Keefe replied a little cockily. ‘You can have them – but I have to sing a few songs too.’

			‘You?’ Gordon asked. ‘On a Big Show. Are you serious? Get lost, O’Keefe.’

			‘Okay,’ said O’Keefe, who turned and walked out of the office without giving Gordon the go-ahead for the Dee Jays.

			Gordon and Alan Heffernan burst into laughter. What was with this kid? But Gordon knew he was stuck; he really needed the band. He called O’Keefe back and struck a deal with him: in exchange for the Dee Jays, he could sing three songs. Only three. And whatever happened to O’Keefe on stage, however hostile the audience became, Gordon was in no way responsible.

			‘Deal,’ said O’Keefe.

			And things did get hairy for O’Keefe and his band in Wollongong, even before they played. While loading their gear into the backstage area of the Crown Theatre, a crowd of about twenty locals mistook the guitarist Lou Casch, who was from Ambon in Indonesia, for Little Richard. Screaming the singer’s name, the mob headed towards Casch, who ducked inside the theatre and locked the door, fearing for his life.

			That night on stage, O’Keefe was heckled repeatedly by much of the audience, who screamed, ‘We want Little Richard!’ and drowned out the band. O’Keefe may have been young, but he’d dealt with his share of rowdy audiences, and he motioned for his guys to stop playing. He had something to share with the unruly mob. ‘You may boo me,’ O’Keefe shouted over the top of the hecklers, ‘and you may throw things at me. But you all pay your money to see me – because you love me!’ It did the trick. By the end of their short set, O’Keefe and the Dee Jays had received more cheers than jeers. His ballsy statement had won them over – and Gordon booked O’Keefe and the Dee Jays for the rest of the tour.

			When the Little Richard roadshow reached Sydney Stadium on 4 October, Gordon was upstairs in his usual viewing position, taking in the action like the showbiz guru that he was. Looking on, Gordon was struck by O’Keefe’s rapid development. The cocky upstart, he realised, had solid-gold charisma – and the kids loved him, especially the teenage girls, who screamed whenever he lewdly thrust his hips. That reaction spelled money for Gordon. ‘It didn’t matter how you sang the song, it mattered what you did,’ explained DJ Bob Rogers, who was the tour’s onstage compere. ‘If you moved the microphone between your legs and tried to root it, the kids would scream.’

			Gordon soon welcomed O’Keefe into his world of drugs, strip clubs, wild parties and the rest of it, and ensured that he was a key part of future Big Shows. One night, Gordon shared some of his stash with O’Keefe and they stood together on the sand at Rushcutters Bay, staring at the stars, jabbering away. Sydney jazz singer Norm Erskine – who wasn’t a drug taker – was with them, and he looked on, highly confused, as the pair continued ‘talking to the stars, looking at the green men. They were wiped out.’

			Johnny O’Keefe proved to be the least of Lee Gordon’s concerns. Little Richard was about to have a very public, very dramatic breakdown. The singer’s performances were great theatre, combining elements of striptease and gospel with primal rock and roll. At the Sydney Stadium, Richard stood atop his piano and started to disrobe – one reporter felt compelled to call him a ‘strip-singer’. With police looking on from the stadium floor, Richard discarded his tie and shirt, which he threw to the adoring crowd, but was stopped by officials before he could shed anything more.

			‘Little Richard’s strip act was the climax to a frantic, ear-deafening rock ‘n’ roll concert which attracted 22,000 people in two shows,’ reported The Sydney Morning Herald.

			And Little Richard knew how to make the kids scream. Before a show in Adelaide, Lee Gordon was warned by the local police that they’d shut Richard down if he tried taking off his clothes. After some fast talking by the promoter, Little Richard remained fully dressed. But during shows when he did disrobe, fights would erupt as fans clamoured for the clothes he threw into the audience. It was chaos.

			But Little Richard was tiring of rock and roll. ‘My real ambition is to become a minister,’ he had revealed to an Australian reporter, before adding that he’d played ‘just about everywhere – except Russia. I don’t want to go to Russia.’ Richard had heard about the Soviet satellite Sputnik, and felt it was a sign from God that the world had gone crazy. As Alan Heffernan recalled, Richard ‘went berserk’ when he was told about Sputnik. He believed that God was telling him to stop playing rock and roll – the devil’s music – and devote his life to the church. Sputnik was God’s messenger.

			On the train after a gig in Newcastle, a card game was in progress between members of Richard’s band and various Dee Jays. Richard decided it was time to preach. ‘Brothers, this is sin. Look at that,’ he proclaimed, pointing to the table. ‘Whisky, cards and money. The devil’s work.’

			After a long silence, Richard’s brother Peyton, who was the sax player in his group, spoke up. If this was really so sinful, and Richard was so pure, he wondered, why was he wearing all that fancy, expensive jewellery?

			‘Isn’t your wristwatch the work of the devil?’ he asked.

			Richard thought about this and then started removing his jewellery, item by expensive item. As the train crossed the Hunter River, Richard opened the window and, to the shock of everyone in the carriage, threw the lot away. Thousands of dollars’ worth of dazzling jewellery went straight into the drink. ‘There,’ Richard said. ‘I can do without it.’

			No one could believe what they had just witnessed. If the train had stopped, it’s likely that the river would have been full of musicians in search of gold booty.

			The troupe reached Melbourne, where they were staying at the Chevron Hotel. After dinner, Gordon, O’Keefe and numerous others headed to the bar for a nightcap. One of Little Richard’s musicians held back, but the others insisted he join them for a drink. Still, the muso seemed wary. After a long time, he asked, ‘Are you sure it’s all right?’ It was then that the penny dropped for Gordon and the other white members of the party – if they had been in the United States, there was every chance he couldn’t have joined them. It was a reminder that in some parts of the world, racism was overt and brutal.

			During the Little Richard roadshow, Lee Gordon branched out beyond the usual city centres. Not only did he stage Big Shows in Newcastle and Wollongong, but he also booked a concert on 7 October at far-flung Broken Hill, a NSW mining town near the South Australian border. Gordon and a team of about 50 people arrived in proper style, in a chartered plane, but the event was a disaster. Someone in the team had upset the local trade unions, and, as Alan Heffernan noted, ‘nothing happens in Broken Hill without their approval’. They placed a boycott on the afternoon show at the Masonic Hall and barely 100 paying customers turned up. Gordon was horrified. ‘Don’t tell anyone that I had anything to do with this,’ he instructed as they flew back to Sydney.

			It was in Brisbane on 14 October, during the final show of the tour, that Little Richard finally flipped out. With just minutes to showtime, he’d told Gordon that rock and roll was ‘evil’ and he wasn’t going on. Gordon had to convince him that it would be a sin to let his fans down and not perform. ‘I pleaded,’ said Gordon. ‘I begged. I threatened.’ He also reminded Richard that they had a contract. Eventually the show went on.

			Early in the concert, Richard hushed the audience and announced, ‘I’m going to tell you about the Lord’ and spent much of the night reading from the Bible. His fans, who were expecting ‘Good Golly, Miss Molly’, looked on, completely flummoxed. The next day, as he boarded a flight back to the USA, Little Richard stated that he was renouncing the ‘devil’s music’. ‘I need to get back to my church in the States,’ he told Gordon, ‘before the world comes to an end.’

			Once back Stateside, he immediately enrolled at the Seventh-day Adventist Oakwood College in Alabama and began studying theology. Lee Gordon may have convinced him to finish his Australian tour, but Little Richard now belonged to God.

			***

			After the madness of Little Richard, Lee Gordon may have felt relieved he was flying back to America for his ‘make-up’ shows with Frank Sinatra. The run of twelve dates would begin on 1 November in Albuquerque and would wrap up on 17 November in Sacramento. Sinatra was in debt to Gordon after his aborted Australian tour, which had left the promoter deeply in the red – and hopefully these concerts would wipe out that debt. Gordon must have also hoped that it would help reconnect him with Sinatra, who, for all his flaws, remained one of the hottest properties in showbiz. The tour also provided a chance for Gordon to catch up with Benn Reyes, who agreed to help on the road, as did Alan Heffernan. During downtime, Gordon would also complete another Elvis Presley tour, a quick stretch of three shows on 10 and 11 November.

			But the Sinatra tour would be incredibly challenging for Gordon. Sinatra appeared to relish making life as difficult as humanly possible for the promoter. First, there was a dispute about the number of musicians in his ensemble: they’d originally agreed on seventeen but Sinatra insisted that it be increased to 23. Gordon acquiesced. Then there was another problem: Gordon had organised a private jet, a Convair, to shuttle Sinatra and his increased crew between gigs, as agreed. But at the last minute, the singer demanded a larger – and more expensive – plane, a DC-7. This resulted in the cancellation of a gig in Calgary, Canada, because the aircraft was too big to land at the local airport. All this gnawed into Gordon’s bottom line and tested his patience.

			There were also problems filling some of the larger rooms. The 20,000-plus Denver Coliseum was only half-full and when Heffernan and Reyes moved some of the crowd into better seats, hoping to create a warmer atmosphere, the centre manager blew up. After the show, when Heffernan requested an audit of ticket sales, the manager called the police. Heffernan was threatened with jail if he and the entire troupe didn’t leave for the airport. Immediately.

			If this wasn’t difficult enough, Gordon clashed with Sinatra’s manager, Hank Sanicola, while in the air between Salt Lake City and San Francisco. Sanicola demanded to know if a less expensive aeroplane was going to be used for the final leg of the tour. Gordon, who’d been bleeding money ever since the changes at the start of the run, admitted that yes, he was considering it.

			‘Frank won’t like it,’ Sanicola told him as he hovered over Gordon.

			‘Well, he can fucking well walk,’ snapped Gordon. With that, Sanicola, an ex-boxer, struck Gordon several times, leaving him a bloody mess. ‘It all happened so quickly and without warning,’ said a shocked Heffernan, who was seated with Gordon. ‘He really made a mess of [his] face.’ Gordon walked away from the tour as soon as the flight reached San Francisco, leaving Heffernan to deal with the last few dates. He’d had enough – and he’d lost money on a tour that had seemed commercially bulletproof.

			In the wake of the assault and the dramas of the Sinatra tour, Gordon had threatened to meet with the US Internal Revenue Service and present them with what he described as ‘very interesting information’ about Sinatra. But an anonymous phone call to his hotel room put a quick and decisive end to that. As Gordon related to Heffernan, he was told: ‘Make any attempt to square up and you’re dead meat.’ Gordon might have been angry, but he wasn’t crazy.

			Gordon explained to Heffernan that there were two distinctly different sides to Frank Sinatra. There were times when he could be thoughtful and considerate, a great friend to have, and yet, seemingly in the same breath, ‘he can also be a nasty bastard’. Gordon was unsure if they’d ever work together again.

			***

			Lee Gordon had dreams of extending his business into artist management and had developed a bond with Sydney jazz singer Norm Erskine. Born in working-class Newtown, the son of a wharfie, Erskine was a big man who stood at 195 centimetres tall. He’d been a boxer and a gambler before finding his voice, quite literally, in the nightclubs of Sydney, especially an after-hours place called the Celebrity Club, which was where he befriended Gordon. ‘We’d have a drink, talk about things,’ said Erskine. Gordon had squeezed Erskine onto the Abbott and Costello bill back in June 1955 and had insisted that the 36-year-old Erskine accompany him on the disastrous Sinatra US tour.

			As always, Gordon had a plan: he wanted to land Erskine a recording contract and build a career for him Stateside. He felt that he was in the same class as such male jazz crooners as Sinatra, Tony Bennett and Dean Martin. Gordon truly believed in Erskine and was willing to invest time and money into his career.

			Erskine was a true larrikin, a prankster. ‘He was a pretty wild character,’ said Alan Heffernan. Erskine had a party trick when dining in fancy restaurants – he’d eat the bill when Gordon and the rest of his party weren’t looking, then he’d ask if anyone had seen the tab. While passing through customs at LA airport, Heffernan opened his suitcase and discovered that Erskine had somehow gotten to his bag and removed all his clothes. In their place were towels and soaps ‘and anything that wasn’t nailed down’, as Heffernan recalled, lifted from a hotel they’d stayed in while in transit.

			Gordon had dropped a load of cash setting up a session at the Capitol Records studio in Los Angeles during November 1957, where Erskine was to record with the renowned (and pricey) Nelson Riddle Orchestra, who worked regularly with Sinatra. Gordon made sure that Lee Gillette, a Capitol Records executive and kingmaker, was at the session.

			All seemed to be in place, but not long after they began, Erskine turned to Gordon and Heffernan and said, ‘Guys, my voice isn’t quite right. Let’s go and get a drink.’ While Erskine downed a couple of drinks and got his voice in shape, the orchestra was placed on what was known as ‘standover’ for an hour, a very expensive exercise. When the session resumed, Erskine again stopped. He needed another drink. This continued until late into the night, as Erskine and Riddle slowly cut four tracks. The session cost Gordon ‘a fortune’, as Heffernan recalled. Nothing came of the recording.

			But Erskine did have a habit of impressing influential people. Over dinner with Gordon and Nat King Cole’s manager, Carlos Gastel, Erskine stepped up onto the stage and performed some songs completely impromptu. Among the party was a member of Frankie Laine’s team, who grabbed Gordon and spoke with him. ‘I’ll give you $50,000 for his contract,’ he said, nodding towards Erskine.

			Though hugely tempted, Gordon said no; he wanted to continue working with Erskine. He secured Erskine a spot on the bill for a charity show at the Hollywood Bowl, which led to a residency at the Silver Slipper casino in Las Vegas. Although he never got to quite live out the American career Gordon had planned for him, Erskine subsequently appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show, The Perry Como Show and The Dean Martin Show. Frank Sinatra heard Erskine sing and dubbed him ‘the swinging kangaroo’.

			***

			Despite the undeniable popularity of the new phenomenon called rock and roll, Gordon still sensed a demand for family-friendly entertainment. He was right, in a way, because alongside big hits by American rockers Buddy Holly and wild man Jerry Lee Lewis, songs from such smooth acts as Pat Boone, Perry Como and Johnny Mathis still featured prominently on the Australian charts and airwaves during early 1958.

			When it came to pure mainstream schmaltz, the man born Władziu Valentino Liberace was king. Known simply as Liberace, he was a huge star in America – at its peak, his TV program The Liberace Show drew 30 million viewers every week and he’d once earned a record-breaking US$138,000 for a single performance at New York’s Madison Square Garden. Beloved for his ever-present smile, slick talents on the piano and the type of dazzling wardrobe that put most Hollywood starlets to shame, Liberace was the ultimate showman. ‘I don’t give concerts,’ he insisted. ‘I put on a show.’

			Lee Gordon secured the services of the 37-year-old piano man for a series of shows in February 1958. (‘Call me Lee,’ Liberace told Gordon when they met.) He also flew out Liberace’s brother George, and his mother Frances. Wary that Liberace’s pizzazz might be lost in the barn that was the Sydney Stadium, Gordon booked him into the Trocadero, an Art Deco hall in the CBD with a sprung dance floor and a more intimate capacity of 2000. The ‘Troc’ was Sydney’s preferred venue for fancy-dress balls, galas and big band orchestras – and Gordon believed it was the perfect venue for Liberace. He upped the ticket price for Liberace’s six-night stand, with the best seats going for 50 shillings.

			And Gordon didn’t hold back when it came to hyping the opening night of 27 February. Gordon pitched it directly at Sydney’s elite, billing the event as a ‘gala premiere cabaret … the most fantastic premiere in Australian history!’ He assured ticket holders that they’d be hobnobbing with ‘celebrities … overseas artists, movie stars, famous personalities’. There was even an opportunity for some lucky attendees to meet Liberace – ‘the world’s greatest entertainer’ – in person after the show. Gordon really laid it on thick.

			On opening night, searchlights probed the sky outside the Trocadero, bringing a touch of Hollywood to Sydney, and there was a police escort for the star of the show. At each table, champagne and caviar – ‘the epitome of luxury’ – were served, while television cameras documented this once-in-a-lifetime event, which cost Gordon a small fortune.

			Perla Honeyman, Lee Gordon’s in-house publicist, organised a garden party for Liberace, which was a must-attend event for Sydney’s social set. The guest of honour arrived fashionably late, dressed in a black mohair suit and matching black buckled shoes. Adorning one of his fingers was a black onyx ring featuring miniature grand pianos – all set in dazzling diamonds, of course.

			What about his appearance, a reporter asked Liberace: was it all real? ‘I don’t know why people ask these questions,’ Liberace shot back, his smile fading fast. ‘They must be bald or jealous or something.’ He went on to assure all Australians that his teeth and his hair were 100 per cent genuine. ‘Are yours?’ Liberace asked the reporter. ‘A rude question deserves a rude reply.’

			After his lavish opening night, Liberace had grand plans for his subsequent shows. He intended to perform songs from the hit musical My Fair Lady, but this was where the tour started to head rapidly downhill. Not only were ticket sales slow – as Alan Heffernan saw it, ‘the Trocadero was a great place to dance, but not so great to see a live act’ – but music publishers Chappell & Co. had a Supreme Court injunction issued that prevented Liberace from performing music from My Fair Lady. (It’s likely that rival promoter J.C. Williamson’s had prompted the injunction because they had plans to stage the musical in 1959.) Chappell & Co. owned the copyright on the music and believed that Liberace didn’t have a licence to perform the songs in Australia. Gordon offered the publishers £10,000 for the rights, but he was knocked back.

			The dazzling showman was so incensed that he cut short one of his early Trocadero shows, informing the audience that if he couldn’t play the My Fair Lady material, he wasn’t going to perform at all. Then he stormed off stage, which led to a chorus of boos and a rush at the box office for refunds. Afterwards, still in a huff, Liberace dug in and told Lee Gordon that he was ‘on strike’ until the matter was resolved.

			‘We have a contract, Lee,’ Gordon reminded the piano maestro, and threatened him with legal action of his own. Liberace backed down, but when he returned to the stage, he huffily referred to the actions of Chappell & Co. as ‘communistic’. He also stated that, if necessary, ‘I will call upon my government of the United States of America to assist in my defence.’ Meanwhile, the American composers of My Fair Lady, Alan Jay Lerner and Frederick Loewe, had cabled the performer and, according to a newspaper report, ‘expected to find a means by which Liberace might legally perform excerpts from the show’. Gordon advised the press that the show would go on, ‘even if this could not be done’. It had become a big news story, a huge drama, with Lee Gordon in a leading role.

			By 8 March, the matter was back in court. Justice McClelland ruled in favour of the music publisher in the NSW Supreme Court and issued an order that banned Liberace from performing the music. As for Liberace’s onstage comments, the judge dismissed them as ‘the reactions of a petulant child rather than a responsible adult’.

			This, combined with bad critical press, was effectively the kiss of death for Liberace and Australia. One reviewer wrote that his legendary showmanship was necessary ‘because his style has so little individuality … his “patter” seems to be designed on the principle that any lapse in taste is acceptable if it is delivered in a falsely-deprecating, “aren’t I a silly, naughty boy” tone.’

			In the wake of the aborted Trocadero show, Gordon had asked his solicitor, Frank Donohoe, to draft what was known as a K3 notice to serve on Liberace after his final performance. He intended to sue the singer for not fulfilling his contract and serve him the notice as soon as he walked off stage. The K3 notice meant, essentially, that a sheriff could collect Liberace and cart him off to Long Bay jail for attempting to leave the country with a lawsuit pending.

			Gordon met with Liberace backstage at the Trocadero on 12 March and explained the details of the notice. Liberace was mortified. He shot a look at Alan Heffernan, who was also in the room and who said that it was out of his hands – he explained that it was all the work of a ‘board of directors’ (not that Big Show had one). Gordon then played his hand. ‘You can leave the country, and we’ll tear up the notice, but you have to agree to suspend the balance of your contract.’

			‘There was no alternative,’ Alan Heffernan would write, ‘and he agreed to the terms.’

			Lee Gordon lost thousands on the tour. So much for the ‘world’s greatest entertainer’. He never worked again with Liberace, who didn’t tour Australia for another fifteen years.

			Each of Gordon’s recent promotions had come with big problems: Liberace’s petulance, Little Richard’s meltdown, Sinatra’s need for total control. There’d been lawsuits and breakdowns, even physical violence. It had given Lee Gordon cause to reflect on the people he chose to work with and his reasons for working with them. Was it really worth it? And while it had taken its toll, Gordon had come to understand why he was compelled to do his job. ‘Their driving force is their ego, an ego beyond the comprehension of ordinary people,’ he said. ‘I understand these people so well, because I am, deep down, cast in something of the same mould.’

		


		
			12.

			‘Okay, just invent a name.’

			Even with his gambler’s love of risk, Lee Gordon’s next move was perhaps his most speculative: he decided to set up his own record label. It was another bold, perhaps reckless move on Gordon’s part, which pitted him against the long-established record labels in Australia, which included EMI, RCA, and Festival – the label that had signed Gordon’s protégé, Johnny O’Keefe, to a record deal in the winter of 1957. O’Keefe was the first Oz rocker to snag a record contract.

			Lee Gordon Records Pty Ltd opened for business in May 1958. Gordon named the boutique label Leedon, in honour of, well, himself. And with the help of his US-based partner Art Schurgin, he began acquiring local rights for the US label Roulette, the home of such acts as Frankie Lymon and Jimmie Rodgers.

			Johnny O’Keefe’s first recording for Festival, 1957’s ‘(You Hit the Wrong Note) Billy Goat’ – a song that had been rejected by Bill Haley – was only a minor success, selling about 2800 copies. But it helped blaze a trail for such other local artists as Johnny Devlin and the Devils, Johnny Rebb and Lonnie Lee, who would all soon enough be signed by Gordon for his Leedon label. In time, perhaps inevitably, O’Keefe and Lee Gordon would join forces in the recording business when the singer was hired to recruit local talent for Leedon. It was a peculiar arrangement because O’Keefe was still recording for Festival Records, but it did result in future Leedon chart hits from homegrown artists Lonnie Lee – a suburban bank clerk who moonlighted with his band the Leeman – as well as vocal group The Delltones and a former child soprano named Warren Williams.

			Clearly, Gordon’s business savvy had rubbed off on the man the public now called the Wild One. O’Keefe wasn’t paid for his services as an A&R scout; instead, he negotiated higher fees for subsequent appearances on Gordon’s upcoming Big Shows. O’Keefe used a pseudonym when working for Leedon: he christened himself Eddie Cash Jr.

			Sinking his money into Roulette and Leedon was another huge gamble on the part of Lee Gordon – he opened for business with just a handful of Roulette singles to sell, imported from the USA, in a deal organised by Schurgin. Among these records were Jimmie Rodgers’ ‘Oh-Oh, I’m Falling in Love Again’ and ‘Jo-Ann’ by a group called The Playmates. Max Moore and Alan Heffernan were given the task of setting up shop, a move that, as Moore noted with considerable understatement, ‘took Alan and me by surprise’. Neither had any record-label experience; Moore began by selling records out of the boot of his car. And it wasn’t a brilliant beginning: Rodgers’ single made it to only 27 on the national chart, while The Playmates failed to even reach the Top 40.

			Lee Gordon wasn’t in the country to monitor the progress of his latest business venture. In fact, no one close to him – not Alan Heffernan or anyone else at the Big Show office, nor his US business partners or his girlfriend, Christine Hoskins – knew exactly where he was. As Max Moore would one day write, all that those in Gordon’s employ knew was that their boss was ‘overseas someplace’. One day Gordon was in the office; the next day he’d simply disappeared.

			Despite recognising a little of himself in the stars he promoted, the failure of the Liberace tour had hit Lee Gordon hard. To those around him, Gordon may have appeared to be a typically cocky and self-assured ‘Yank’, but he had more than his fair share of neuroses – and he feared that he may have lost his golden touch. His company had made a million dollars in its first year, operating pretty much on instinct, yet now even seemingly safe bets like Liberace failed to connect with local audiences. Gordon had not only lost money but he’d lost his confidence, and he decided it was time to disappear. He flew out of Sydney on 3 May 1958 and wouldn’t resurface for another nine months.

			Lee Gordon had gone AWOL.

			***

			Lee Gordon’s mysterious absence meant that Heffernan and Moore and the rest of the Big Show staff – which had grown to eight when a driver named Cliff Juleff was hired – needed to juggle both sides of the business, touring artists and promoting record releases. All the while they had no idea where Gordon was or when he’d return. Fortunately, there were no Big Shows scheduled until early 1959, so their priority was the record label. In order to keep on top of chart action, Art Schurgin ensured that the most recent edition of Cash Box, the key US music trade monthly, was airmailed to the Big Show office, along with copies of any new records that had recently entered the Cash Box top 80.

			While this helped keep Lee Gordon Records staff abreast of what was happening in the US charts, there was a problem closer to home. The current system in Australia was archaic: several months had to pass before American hit records could be released into the local market. This embargo system was tightly controlled by the leading music publishers in Oz, such as J. Albert & Son, Allan and Co., and Chappell & Co., who essentially dictated what records could be released and when. To be competitive, Lee Gordon Records needed to find a shortcut.

			Back in the States, Schurgin had hired a rockabilly singer to record note-perfect versions of the current American chart hits ‘The Purple People Eater’ and ‘Witch Doctor’, which he sent to Gordon’s team in Sydney. The plan was to release these recordings immediately, on two sides of the same vinyl record. Before Gordon had gone missing, he’d been asking about the identity of the artist working with Schurgin, because there wasn’t a name on the pressings that had been sent from the States. No one had any idea who it was.

			‘Okay, just invent a name,’ Gordon told his team.

			This is how Johnny ‘Scat’ Brown came to be born. Of course, there was no ‘Scat’ Brown; the real singer was American rockabilly artist John Pavlik, who performed under the name Johnny Powers. But nobody in Australia knew this at the time, so Heffernan and Moore simply invented the ‘Scat’ Brown character.

			‘The Purple People Eater’ was already a hit in Australia, for American Sheb Wooley, but the publisher of ‘Witch Doctor’, Chappell & Co., was holding back on the release of the official recording in Australia. Written and recorded by David Seville (soon to be the creator of the Chipmunks), it was already a number 1 hit in the US. Gordon’s team sprang into action and immediately released Johnny ‘Scat’ Brown’s version. Not surprisingly, Chappell & Co. demanded that it be removed from the Australian market, but retailers, eager to get the record into the stores, went ahead regardless and bought the ‘Scat’ Brown version of ‘Witch Doctor’. (Cover versions of overseas hits were commonplace.) It became Leedon’s first hit record, in July 1958. Lee Gordon had circumvented the system yet again.

			The smokescreen was so good that upon the release of ‘Scat’ Brown’s next Leedon record, a cover of Bobby Darin’s ‘Splish Splash,’ a writer for The Age praised Brown’s vocal work, although he did note that until recently, ‘Mr Brown was practically unknown here.’ The record, which dropped in September 1958, became another Top 40 hit, charting while the ‘Purple People Eater’/‘Witch Doctor’ record was still selling strongly. Demand for the enigmatic singer became so strong that, for a time, Heffernan and Moore considered auditioning singers to ‘be’ ‘Scat’ Brown for an upcoming Big Show with the Everly Brothers. But the idea was dropped when that tour was cancelled.

			Lee Gordon, meanwhile, remained silent.

			***

			It had now been several months since Gordon left the country, and no one had heard from him. Alan Heffernan was understandably worried about his boss, and placed calls to numerous Big Show contacts, asking if they’d had any contact with Gordon. He checked in with Art Schurgin in Detroit; Henry Miller at General Artists, who repped Nat King Cole and Frankie Laine; Bobby Phillips at Associated Booking Corporation, in the Hollywood office; and Joe Glaser, Louis Armstrong’s manager and founder of Associated Booking, in New York. He also called Harold Davidson in London. But no one had any news about Lee Gordon – he was completely off the radar.

			Then, finally, in November 1958, Heffernan received a cable from Lee Gordon’s mother, Jeanette Merrick. Lee was in a sanatorium in Hawaii, she told him; he’d suffered a nervous breakdown. ‘Come now, please,’ wrote Jeanette.

			Heffernan caught the next available flight and met Gordon’s mother at the Hawaiian Village Hotel in Waikiki. With her help, he gradually pieced together Lee Gordon’s lost months. He learned that his boss had covered a lot of territory while MIA. Gordon’s journey had begun at the Sands Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas in early May, where he’d again met with Elvis’s manager, Colonel Tom Parker. All that Gordon took away from that meeting was a bill for the Colonel’s time and expenses, as was his custom. There was still no guarantee of an Australian tour by Presley, certainly not in the foreseeable future. Private Presley was now serving Uncle Sam and was scheduled to remain in the army until March 1960.

			Gordon had flown from Vegas to New York, where he spent a week at the prestigious Warwick Hotel on West 54th Street, which was, funnily enough, the preferred Manhattan hotel of Elvis Presley. (The Beatles would host a famous press conference at the Warwick in 1964.) Gordon then departed for the UK, where he spent June and July at the Westbury in London’s Mayfair, another of the promoter’s preferred five-star hotels. From there he’d travelled to Copenhagen, Hamburg, Istanbul and Bangkok, before reaching the Hawaiian Village Hotel in early August. It was there that Gordon had come undone; he was hunched over in the corner of his room, clutching a briefcase and ‘acting strangely’, according to the housekeeper who found him. Gordon had a wild look in his eyes and the housekeeper was so fearful that she called the authorities.

			Gordon was straitjacketed and taken to a local psychiatric institution. After a time, he was transferred to a sanatorium, where he was placed under the care of a psychiatrist named Dr Lo. When not in therapy, Gordon spent much of his time playing table tennis, his mind still adrift. It was then that Gordon’s mother contacted Alan Heffernan, who still struggled to understand exactly what his boss had been doing during his missing months. All Heffernan knew was that Gordon had been financing experiments with marijuana conducted by a team in London; there was a strong possibility that this took up much of his time and energy (and money) while in the UK. Apart from that, and his meeting with Colonel in Las Vegas in May, Gordon’s other activities during his six-month-long journey were unknown. Gordon certainly didn’t offer up any details.

			As Heffernan would write in his memoir, Gordon’s appearance when he first saw him ‘was that of a child and his face wore a strange, idiotic expression’. Gordon recognised Heffernan, which was a good sign, but expressed no interest in returning to Sydney. He said that for the time being he’d like to remain at the sanatorium.

			Heffernan was nonplussed. ‘Why?’ he asked him.

			Gordon explained that he liked playing ping-pong. ‘And the sausages are good,’ he added.

			Gordon was, however, eventually allowed to check out of the facility, and he and Heffernan spent the next few weeks at the Hawaiian Village. Some nights they’d head to the Shell Bar, where they watched renowned local jazz muso Arthur Lyman in action. According to Heffernan, his boss ‘showed some improvement’, which was a relief. There hadn’t been a Big Show since the Liberace debacle in March 1958 and Lee Gordon needed to get back into the game, especially now that a rival promoter named Bill Watson, working with his partners Dick Conklin and Bud Ackerman, had established a company known as Headliners. They set up shop not too far from Gordon’s HQ in the eastern suburbs.

			Watson had taken on the management of a Sydney vocalist on the rise named Lucky Starr, who’d fronted a band named The Hepparays, and promoted his first international tour in January 1959 with US stars Chuck Berry and Bobby Darin. Johnny O’Keefe was also on the bill. The tour was dubbed The Shower of Stars – a very Lee Gordon title. A print ad boasted that it was the ‘largest revue ever to visit Australia’. A radio promo went one step further, describing it as ‘the greatest rock and roll show to ever hit Australia’. Gordon couldn’t have sold it better himself.

			Shower of Stars concerts were staged at the Sydney Stadium and the West Melbourne Stadium, both standard Big Show venues. In another twist, J.C. Williamson’s were staging My Fair Lady, the musical that had created so many problems for Gordon and Liberace the year before and triggered Lee’s period in the wilderness. For the first time since his Big Show debut in 1954, Lee Gordon’s touring monopoly was under genuine threat.

			***

			After some nine months in absentia, a fragile Lee Gordon finally returned to Australia on 24 February 1959. Gordon stepped off the plane at Mascot, flanked by his mother and his psychiatrist, Dr Lo. On his immigration papers, when quizzed about his proposed length of stay, Gordon wrote ‘indefinite’. It seemed that he intended to get back to business.

			But Lee Gordon was broke. When he was greeted by Max Moore at the airport, he had no money apart from a one-pound note, which he gamely offered to share with Moore, who was shocked by the sight of his boss. ‘I wasn’t prepared for the man that I so admired to slowly decline,’ Moore later wrote. Gordon was frail and anxious, clearly in a very bad way. But he needed to resume work. In a cheeky retort to new rival Headliners, he decided to name the next Big Show the Parade of Stars – and Gordon duly poached Val Curtis from Watson’s company to help publicise the tour. Gordon needed to remind his rivals that while he may have been missing in action, he was still the king of Sydney.

			The Parade of Stars, Gordon’s first Big Show of 1959, was to be headlined by vocal group The Platters, who’d been booked by Alan Heffernan in Lee’s absence. Heffernan, in a very Lee Gordon–like move, had agreed to pay twice their normal fee, and with due cause because the LA quintet was red hot – their latest single, ‘Smoke Gets in Your Eyes’, had just topped the Oz charts.

			But Gordon believed that more razzle-dazzle was needed for the March 1959 Big Show. He booked US teen idols Tommy Sands, who had two songs lodged in the local charts – ‘Blue Ribbon Baby’ and ‘Bigger than Texas’ – and clean-cut eighteen-year-old Frankie Avalon, who’d just had a number 1 smash with the romantic ballad ‘Venus’. Gordon also hired Johnny O’Keefe and Johnny Rebb and the Rebels, as local acts began to play a bigger role in his Big Shows. O’Keefe was about to become host of ABC TV’s Six O’Clock Rock, as his star continued to rise. To secure The Platters and Sands as headliners, Big Show shelled out £30,000 for ten days’ work – clear evidence that the stakes were just as high as ever.

			When Sands landed in Sydney on 15 March, he was confronted by the type of mad scenes not witnessed since the arrival of Johnnie Ray and Frank Sinatra a few years back. As he entered the terminal, the fresh-faced singer was surrounded by six policemen, as a mob of about 1500 (mainly female) admirers screamed Sands’ name and rushed towards him. One fan was struck in the head – by a flying autograph book, no less – and treated briefly in hospital.

			A few days later, when Tommy Sands played his opening concert at Sydney Stadium to a full house, a human wall of six burly coppers was required to escort the singer from the stage to his dressing room after the show, as fans clutched and clawed at him. ‘The reception was real nice,’ Sands smiled as he caught his breath. ‘We like to know what we do is appreciated.’

			Lee Gordon felt likewise because the tour was a financial success – a sign that perhaps he could recover from his turbulent past year. Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for co-headliners The Platters, who were soon caught up in drug and prostitution charges while on tour in Cincinnati. The case was dismissed, but the group’s career never fully recovered.

			As for Tommy Sands, he would go on to wed Frank Sinatra’s eldest daughter, Nancy. And the Sinatra name was back in the news when Lee Gordon broke some big news on 20 March via a press release. It read: ‘Lee Gordon takes great pleasure in announcing the appearance IN PERSON of the World’s Most Famous Entertainer! FRANK SINATRA.’

			Gordon chose to move on from the problems that he’d had with Sinatra in the past, such as his aborted Australian tour and the troubled run of US dates in 1957. He booked Sinatra for a short run of dates in late March and April 1959, joking with reporters that it would be the singer’s ‘repentance tour’. Sinatra would give ten concerts in all, playing Melbourne and Sydney only.

			Sinatra’s return on 30 March was yet again front-page news, for all the wrong reasons. A group of several hundred fans had gathered to greet the singer, but upon his arrival in the early evening, Sinatra, a hat pulled down over his eyes, brushed past them on his way to customs. After granting one persistent fan an autograph, he headed directly to a waiting car, a group of policemen leading the way. ‘Sinatra Ignores Press and Fans,’ sniffed The Sydney Morning Herald.

			It wasn’t a great omen for the tour, although on opening night, Sinatra drew a total of 14,000 fans to his two Sydney Stadium concerts, and was encored after each show. Opening the shows was Diana Trask, a honey-blonde eighteen-year-old singer from Camberwell in suburban Melbourne. Trask, the daughter of a music teacher, had won a talent show called TV Quest, which had brought her to the attention of Gordon, who was now her manager. She recorded a single for his label, Leedon, called ‘Lover is Another Name for Fool’.

			Prior to the tour, Gordon had spoken with Trask.

			‘I’ve got to have Australian content in the show,’ he explained to the singer. ‘It’s the law. Interested?’ Trask agreed in a heartbeat. ‘I was absolutely thrilled,’ she said. ‘Lee had vetted me carefully and was now offering me the chance of a lifetime.’

			That chance of a lifetime, however, wasn’t particularly well paid. Trask earned just £150 on the Sinatra tour, although she did win over an influential admirer. After watching Trask deliver a particularly good set, Sinatra pulled Gordon aside. ‘Charlie,’ he said, ‘she doesn’t lose a friend while she’s on stage.’ Sinatra said that he intended to help her career when he returned to the USA. It would be Diana Trask’s big break. Gordon’s partner, Art Schurgin, would handle Trask’s business affairs in the States. Trask lived, briefly, in a house Sinatra owned in LA’s Topanga Canyon.

			As for Sinatra, it seemed that Gordon’s ‘repentance tour’ jibe stuck, because it was regularly mentioned in coverage of his visit, along with reminders about the singer’s 1957 no-show and his reluctance to engage with fans. ‘Between shows,’ observed the Herald, ‘he almost ran from the dressing room to the stage escorted by Stadium attendants and police.’ It was deemed newsworthy to report that only nine people bothered to farewell the singer when he flew home on 9 April.

			Sinatra’s ex-wife, Ava Gardner, had been in Melbourne for three months filming the apocalyptic thriller On the Beach. She’d set aside one night towards the end of the shoot, in early April, so she could meet with Sinatra at the Chevron Hotel in Melbourne. Despite the best efforts of Gordon and his crew, the press had gotten wind of their secret rendezvous, and one of Gordon’s staff was forced to chase a nosy paparazzi out of the Chevron and into the street. Nonetheless, the next day, the headline in the Melbourne Truth read: ‘Ava and Frank in Secret Tryst.’

			It was clear to those close to the action that Sinatra remained obsessed with Gardner. ‘He was crazy about her,’ insisted Alan Heffernan, who suspected that meeting with Gardner was Sinatra’s motivation for touring, not so much repaying a favour to Lee Gordon. However, the singer and the actress never reconciled.

			After the tour, word got out that there’d been problems off stage. While Sinatra was in Sydney, Gordon located what he thought was an ideal Point Piper apartment, but the singer and his friends’ behaviour wasn’t appreciated by their host, a Ms Margaret Lee. She fronted up at the Big Show office in an angry state (one employee described her mood as ‘hysterical’), demanding that Gordon ‘get those larrikins out of my place’. Although Sinatra did relocate, Ms Lee still went ahead and sued Gordon. When the case was heard in court, Roy S. Burnstein, another of Gordon’s colourful friends – described by local media as a ‘well-known Sydney businessman and racehorse owner’ – was forced to deny that he’d offered Ms Lee £100 at the time of the fracas. He also denied that he suggested she take the cash and ‘forget the whole thing’.

			Lee Gordon might have made a killing from Sinatra’s ‘repentance tour’ but Ms Lee won the court case – and was awarded the grand sum of £214.

		


		
			13.

			‘I’m ready! Take me away!’

			With the success of the two Big Shows since his return from exile, Gordon needed to find new ways to raise more US dollars and avoid the scrutiny of both the Aussie taxman and nosy MPs, while still maintaining his money-changing business with the mysterious ‘Mr Jay’. Gordon was interested in securing the American rights to an Australian-made action movie called King of the Coral Sea, released in 1954, which starred Gordon’s eastern suburbs neighbour Chips Rafferty, who also wrote the script and co-produced the film. Shot on Thursday Island, and featuring innovative underwater footage, King of the Coral Sea had also marked the screen debut of a young Rod Taylor.

			Gordon called Rafferty’s co-producer, Lee Robinson, and asked to meet at Sydney’s Marble Bar. Gordon duly bought the rights for £25,000 then on-sold the film to a distributor in the US for a tidy profit. ‘He wrote the cheque out on the bar,’ recalled Robinson. ‘I’ll never forget.’

			As Max Moore, who was involved in the deal, recalled: ‘That was money in the bank over there with which to pay the Americans.’

			Another unlikely (but profitable) move that Gordon took was to invest in livestock. Once again with the help of his American go-between Mr Jay, Gordon chartered a Hong Kong–based cargo ship, which the crew sailed to Townsville; there it was loaded with cattle, which were then sold in the Philippines for US dollars. As Alan Heffernan observed, ‘Mr Jay had good contacts in the Philippines and the wildcat scheme worked perfectly.’ Heffernan understood that Gordon had friends in the highest places in the Philippines, and that this cattle deal was the result of ‘an arrangement he’d made with the President’.

			Gordon’s attempt to buy into the career of champion Aussie middle-distance runner Herb Elliott, however, failed to pan out. Gordon learned that Leo Leavitt, an American promoter, was offering Elliott more than £100,000 to ‘turn pro’, so he offered to contribute £50,000 and buy into the deal, along with P.H. Healy, the racing commissioner in Perth. ‘But [Elliott] was not interested,’ reported The Age. Elliott remained an amateur and won the 1500-metre gold medal at the 1960 Rome Olympics.

			Gordon had also recently acquired an American Express charge card, an extremely rare commodity. Gordon’s staff didn’t quite know what to make of the purple rectangular card featuring an image of a centurion – Amex’s logo – in the top left-hand corner. As Max Moore observed, ‘Credit cards were virtually unknown in most of the world, especially Australia.’ Moore soon discovered that Gordon, and only Lee Gordon, could use the card, a lesson learned when his boss asked that he purchase some airline tickets with his Amex. ‘He knew that I couldn’t [use it],’ suspected Moore.

			Gordon’s Amex card would have been a big hit among the more colourful Sydney identities he continued to mix with. Peter Freeman still scored dope for him – although he remained barred from the Big Show office – and Gordon was spending time in the company of brothers Keith and Denis Wong, Chinese-Australian businessmen who were partners in the Cathay restaurant in Sydney’s CBD, where Gough Whitlam, the federal member for Werriwa, was a regular. The siblings were in the process of opening the Chequers nightclub. Gordon would sometimes introduce his acts to his well-connected Sydney pals; a photo taken during Bob Hope’s 1955 tour showed the American comic flanked by a beaming Gordon, Benn Reyes and the Wong brothers.

			Gordon, who expressed interest in getting into the nightclub business, also spent downtime at the Roosevelt, a club run by his friend Abe Saffron, a big player in Sydney’s club scene (and, allegedly, an underworld kingpin). ‘If there was a deal going on at Kings Cross,’ said Alan Heffernan, ‘Abe more than likely was involved.’

			Abe Saffron owned property in nearby Centennial Park and had interests in various suburban pubs as well as a luxury Perth watering hole called the Raffles, which he’d picked up for a handy £75,000. And Saffron had enough clout to publicly challenge the appointment of a Supreme Court judge in 1953, who’d previously described Saffron’s Roosevelt as a ‘disorderly house’ in the wake of a series of licensing breaches. Lee Gordon’s relationship with Saffron would grow more complicated over the next couple of years.

			Gordon also sometimes drank at the Rex Hotel in the Cross, which was renowned for both its house special, Chicken in the Basket, and its shady characters, one of whom convinced Gordon to invest £6000 in a machine that allegedly created petrol out of water. The project, of course, went nowhere, and Gordon’s money went up in a puff of steam. ‘He was full of bullshit,’ Gordon admitted, when asked. ‘Don’t worry about him.’

			Not that money was too big an issue for Lee Gordon: he still spent up big and was a very generous boss. At the end of what was a particularly good season, he bought new cars for Alan Heffernan and Max Moore, and chose a sparkling pink Renault for his girlfriend Christine Hoskins. (Gordon, who didn’t drive, broke his nose, which had just been ‘fixed’ by a plastic surgeon, when Hoskins crashed her new car.) Gordon, meanwhile, treated himself to a Sydney cemetery plot, still firmly convinced that he’d die young.

			Gordon also splashed out on his business, which many close to him saw as a clear sign that he intended to stay in Australia (just in case the cemetery plot wasn’t enough evidence). Until now, he’d rented everything – office space, furniture, fittings – but that was about to change. In the middle of a Sydney Stadium show, Heffernan went looking for his boss, and eventually tracked him down at the nearby Big Show office. Heffernan couldn’t believe his eyes: Gordon had just taken receipt of a boomerang-shaped white desk, as well as bespoke chairs and glass-topped black desks for his staff. New carpet had been laid and all the office fixtures updated to the latest (and priciest) models. His outlay was about £20,000, but money, as far as Lee Gordon was concerned, was there to be enjoyed.

			As Bob Rogers observed, he ‘had an almost careless regard for money that used to dismay his associates’ – not that it mattered much to Gordon. His philosophy was simple: why earn money if you couldn’t spend it?

			Gordon remained a target for his business rivals, and one day, while Alan Heffernan was visiting him at his Point Piper apartment, a delivery was left outside the front door. It was a coffin, painted white. There was no note, no indication of where it came from. Rather than interpret it as some kind of threat, Gordon thought it was hilarious, and the coffin took pride of place in his lounge room. An avid snorkeller, Gordon used it to store his diving gear.

			No one knew quite what to make of the coffin. When Gordon was involved in a dispute with a neighbour, a council inspector turned up unannounced to Gordon’s apartment. On his return to the office, the inspector reported what he described as ‘unusual activity’ – through the window he’d seen Gordon lying in his coffin, his hands clasped in front of him, a huge grin on his face.

			Johnny O’Keefe and his wife Marianne had their own strange encounter with Lee Gordon’s coffin. One night the phone rang at O’Keefe’s place at Rose Bay. ‘John, it’s Lee,’ Gordon gasped down the line, breathing unsteadily. ‘I’m going to die. You have to come over now. I’m having a wake.’

			O’Keefe asked Marianne if she could find a babysitter and join him at Lee’s. ‘Lee’s going to die, apparently,’ he explained, as he headed out the door.

			When O’Keefe arrived at Gordon’s apartment, it didn’t seem much different to any other big night at Point Piper. Gordon and Christine held court, the music was roaring, the place was full of revellers. Two girls did a slow striptease on the lounge-room floor; one had a snake draped over her body. O’Keefe shrugged and headed over to the bar, where Gordon provided him with a spliff and a scotch-and-soda chaser.

			Marianne arrived soon after. She hadn’t been able to find a sitter at short notice and carried John Jr in his baby basket. O’Keefe steered his wife and child to a nearby bedroom, chasing out a pair of love-makers in the process. When John Jr was settled, Marianne returned to the party. She had a question for the host.

			‘Lee,’ she asked, pointing at the coffin, ‘what is that thing? Where did it come from?’

			‘That’s just it,’ Gordon replied, shaking his head. ‘I don’t know.’

			Gordon had booked Ted Hamilton, a rising star in his early twenties, to perform at his short-lived club Lee’s at Woollahra, an upmarket adult cabaret that he opened in 1959. The singer also didn’t quite know what to make of the coffin when he was invited to Point Piper for lunch. ‘It was very ornate,’ Hamilton recalled. Over lunch, Gordon, who Hamilton knew to be bisexual, made a pass at him. ‘That’s not my bag, Lee,’ Hamilton said firmly, but it didn’t stop Gordon from making further advances while Hamilton was working at Lee’s. ‘He was a very strange guy,’ said the singer, who’d go on to star in TV’s Division 4.

			Lee Gordon’s coffin became a prop for what Max Moore called his boss’s ‘unique party piece’. With his guests looking on, Gordon would empty out the coffin, lie down, close his eyes, cross his arms and announce to the gathering: ‘I’m ready! Take me away!’

			***

			And still Lee Gordon’s Big Shows continued. Gordon agreed to record a radio ad for the May 1959 tour by American hunk Tab Hunter, who’d recently appeared in the Hollywood version of the hit musical Damn Yankees (and, like Johnnie Ray, was beloved by women who had no idea he was in the closet). It was a rare public appearance by the promoter, in an ad that tried its best to radiate a little 1950s ‘hipness’.

			The first voice heard was that of a teenage girl, Tab Hunter’s target audience.

			‘Hey, Lee Gordon!’ she shouted.

			‘Yeah,’ Gordon replied casually, his American accent as strong as ever.

			‘Bring out Tab Hunter – he’s a gas!’

			‘Tab Hunter’s next,’ Gordon informed her.

			‘And Sal Mineo?’ asked the teenage fan, clearly getting excited.

			‘Sal Mineo’s on the Tab Hunter show,’ answered Gordon.

			‘What!’ shrieked the young woman. ‘And The Everly Brothers?’

			‘They’re on the Sal Mineo show.’

			‘Oh boy – that really turns me on!’

			‘You coming?’ Gordon asked the young woman.

			‘No,’ she replied flatly.

			‘Just keep walking,’ Gordon mumbled, and the ad was over.

			During one of his many trips to Las Vegas, Gordon had befriended Sammy Davis Jr. A member of the legendary Rat Pack – Davis’s fellow Rats were Dean Martin, Frank Sinatra, Peter Lawford and Joey Bishop – the 33-year-old Davis was a former vaudevillian, who was currently preparing to star in the ultimate Rat Pack movie, Ocean’s 11. Davis was a rarity – a hip African American in a predominantly straight, white business. Once, when asked about his golfing handicap, Davis replied: ‘Talk about handicap. I’m a one-eyed Negro who’s Jewish.’

			Davis earned substantial money playing the Las Vegas circuit, but was, by his own admission, a big spender. ‘I live high on the hog, as the saying goes,’ he once said. ‘But then I own the hog.’ According to Davis’s biographer, Matt Birkbeck, the entertainer was making as much as US$150,000 per week by the late 1950s, when the Rat Pack was in full swing, but ‘he gambled much of it away’.

			It was while in the process of losing his shirt that Davis and Lee Gordon became friends. Gordon made a point of finding out what acts were in Las Vegas and where they liked to gamble. He always kept a substantial bankroll handy, and he’d developed a knack for being close to the gaming tables when celebrities were betting big. In the case of Davis, who was currently in residency at the Sands, he was about $10,000 in the red when Gordon introduced himself and offered to cover his losses. But there was one catch.

			‘Does this mean a trip to Australia?’ Gordon asked as he handed over a pile of chips.

			‘Yeah,’ the singer replied, as he resumed gambling. ‘You got me.’

			Gordon booked Davis for a run of Sydney and Melbourne shows in late April 1959. His print ads for his shows described Davis as ‘Mr Wonderful, the most versatile entertainer in the history of show business … the man Frank Sinatra says is the “Greatest”.’ Gordon was also promoting another tour that almost overlapped with that of Sammy Davis Jr, a series of concerts by American country music star Johnny Cash, as part of a hefty bill that also included Gene Vincent and local stars Col Joye and the Joy Boys. It was peak season for Lee Gordon’s Big Shows.

			Prior to booking the American country star Cash, Gordon had called Joye, who was in the recording studio.

			‘Hi, this is Lee Gordon,’ he said. ‘Col, do you dig Johnny Cash?’

			Joye replied that yes, he certainly did dig Johnny Cash.

			‘So,’ Gordon asked, ‘would you like to perform on his tour?’

			‘How about you talk to my manager?’ asked Joye, who handed the phone to Kevin Jacobsen, his brother and manager.

			‘Are you a religious man, Kevin?’ Gordon asked cryptically.

			When Jacobsen said that he wasn’t, Gordon was relieved. ‘Great. Tomorrow’s Sunday. Come and see me in my office.’

			Gordon duly booked Joye and his backing band, the Joy Boys, for £500.

			Opening the show in front of a full house in Melbourne on 15 April, Joye and his band performed four songs and walked off stage, believing they were done for the night. But Lee Gordon was standing in the wings, waving his arms. ‘You’ll have to go back on, kid,’ the promoter explained. ‘Gene Vincent’s plane hasn’t landed yet.’ After four more songs, Gordon had the same instruction for Joye and his band. ‘Get back on, kid. Do it again.’

			‘Altogether,’ recalled Joye, ‘I stayed on stage for what seemed to be like an hour.’

			Eventually Vincent reached the West Melbourne Stadium, and the show, and then the entire tour, was a success. The venues were full and the crowd reaction was fever pitched. His act wasn’t quite as outrageous as Johnny O’Keefe’s, but Col Joye and his band became a reliable go-to for Lee Gordon.

			***

			Unlike his biggest admirer, Frank Sinatra, Sammy Davis was all smiles when he landed in Sydney on 19 April. He hammed it up for his fans, performing an impromptu dance as he strolled through the airport terminal. (Davis’s stage act included an impression of Sinatra.) He even shared a secret about a private indulgence – black satin sheets. ‘I’ve got a couple of dozen, I suppose,’ he told a reporter from the Herald. ‘They’re the only things I really wanted. I saw them on the pictures when I was a kid.’ Davis’s breezy demeanour, however, changed when news broke that his wife Loray White had obtained a divorce decree, citing ‘mental cruelty’, five days after he arrived in Australia. They’d been married for less than 18 months. Davis didn’t contest the divorce.

			There were other problems, too, on the tour front. Davis’s musical charts went missing, the latest victim of Lee Gordon’s ‘Honolulu transit’ curse, and his orchestra would be forced to play his first shows without them. After performing in Brisbane, Davis and his team were scheduled to fly to Newcastle for two shows, and Gordon had chartered a DC-3 for the trip. Davis took one look at the aircraft and told the promoter, ‘I don’t fly in no two-engine plane for anyone.’ He pointed out that not only did he fear for his safety, but he didn’t have insurance cover for anything smaller than a four-engine plane. Gordon called his buddy Peter Freeman, who organised both a four-engine plane and a limousine to ensure Davis reached the gig. But it wasn’t a smooth journey: the roads were treacherous, the passage was slow – Davis frequently begged the driver to slow down – and the singer missed the matinee showtime.

			This posed a major dilemma for Gordon. Ticket holders for the matinee show had taken their seats, and wanted to be entertained, but now ticket holders for the second show were expecting to also be let into the venue. Gordon wasn’t to be found so Max Moore was left to decide what to do – he took a deep breath and opened the doors for the second concert, which meant the hall was bursting at the seams and punters were arguing about their seats. Moore spent the entire show locked in the venue manager’s office, fearful of what might be happening outside. Still, the show went on and Davis charmed the crowd, but as he disappeared backstage, he mumbled under his breath, ‘I’m gonna kill Lee Gordon.’

			Gordon, as was his way, managed to fix the problem, so much so that Sammy Davis would eventually return for a second Australian tour.

			***

			Although he’d been resistant at first, the inclusion of more local acts on his Big Shows was now a source of satisfaction for Lee Gordon. Diana Trask had backed both Sinatra and Sammy Davis Jr – she had just made her US debut at the Blue Angel club in New York and was set to sign with Columbia Records – while Johnny O’Keefe, Johnny Reb and Col Joye, and their bands, were now Big Show regulars and familiar faces on TV shows such as Bandstand and Six O’Clock Rock. They’d also had hit records of their own; O’Keefe even wrote a weekly newspaper column called ‘Teenville Junction’. Gordon even spruiked shows by Joye in a radio ad, describing him as ‘Australia’s golden boy’ (which would have angered Joye’s neurotic rival O’Keefe).

			But there was a downside. Sometimes local acts like O’Keefe would be better received by audiences than their American counterparts, which created awkward moments for the promoter. During a late-1959 tour by American heart-throb Fabian – better known for his pretty face than any real musical prowess – Johnny O’Keefe blew the headliner way off the stage. ‘Down at the Stadium last night they jumped all night and went home half deaf but singing,’ gushed one reporter. ‘And young Johnny O’Keefe stole the show from everyone … his performance was more effervescent than the liveliest of bubblies.’ Eager fans mobbed O’Keefe and ripped the sleeves off his suit as he made his way to, and from, the stage. It was wild. Fabian and his manager weren’t impressed and let Lee Gordon know all about it.

			Inevitably, something had to be done about O’Keefe, this Aussie upstart. When the tipping point was reached, other American headliners would send their people to speak with Gordon before their act went on and insist that the running order of the show be altered. They weren’t going on after O’Keefe. Gordon understood.

			Admittedly, American acts were also in the firing line. During one of the Sal Mineo and Tab Hunter Big Shows at the Sydney Stadium in early June 1959, Gordon directed the entire troupe to gather on the stage for what he called ‘the grand finale’. Afterwards, as they made their way through the crowd, one zealous fan grabbed Mineo’s crotch so firmly that he limped back to the dressing room. ‘We got through all right,’ said Col Joye, who was in the pack of about 40 musicians, ‘but everyone else got torn to pieces. One bird grabbed Sal Mineo by the balls.’

			Another problem for Gordon was that due to the increasing popularity of homegrown acts like JOK, they now demanded higher fees. ‘The pressure was on all the time for more money,’ said Heffernan. There was also the matter of the local sense of humour, which was sometimes lost on visiting artists and could result in near disasters.

			In July 1959, Gordon was promoting a Big Show dubbed ‘The Battle of the Big Beat’, which pitted an ‘American team’ against an ‘Australian team’. The latter featured The Delltones and Johnny Devlin – both acts had recorded for Gordon’s Leedon label – as well as JOK, Col Joye, and Dig Richards, an up-and-comer from the NSW country town of Dunedoo who with his band the R’Jays had hit the top 40 with his single ‘I’m Through’. Heading the ‘American team’ was Conway Twitty, a rockabilly rebel from Friars Pont, Mississippi, whose 1958 single ‘It’s Only Make Believe’ was a global smash, a hit in more than twenty countries. Also on the bill was Lloyd Price, a 26-year-old R&B singer whose million-seller ‘Personality’ had been an Australian number 1 in May 1959.

			Having just played Wollongong, the troupe was on its way to a Sydney Stadium show on 24 July when Col Joye’s drummer, John Bogie, who was the joker in the band, decided to have a quiet word with Price.

			Bogie, his voice shaking with emotion, said that his father had been killed at the stadium by a mob of First Nations people. The venue was a dangerous place, he informed Price. (This being a time when few white people seemed bothered by racially insensitive humour.)

			‘How come they did that, man?’ asked Price, who’d completely swallowed Bogie’s story.

			Bogie went on to explain that his father was a foreigner, and that the local Aboriginal people ‘spear them to death’.

			Price began to panic. ‘Surely they won’t spear me, man,’ he said to Bogie. ‘I’m black.’

			Bogie, who was now pretending to cry, explained that it didn’t matter. ‘You’re still a foreigner, Lloyd.’

			With that, Price stood up and approached Lee Gordon.

			‘Lee, I’m not playing Sydney for any kind of money,’ he declared, and promptly returned to his seat.

			Gordon had no idea what Price was talking about. ‘What was that?’ he asked Col Joye, who was in on the joke. Joye told Gordon that everything should be okay because Bogie had reassured Price that the security guards at the stadium carried shields. ‘There’s no way they can hit you with their spears,’ Bogie had told the American singer.

			Nonetheless, Price warily entered a jam-packed Sydney Stadium. When Conway Twitty ended his set, he asked him apprehensively if he’d seen any spears out in the crowd. ‘And did you see any shields?’ Twitty told him that he’d seen nothing of the sort, but Price still wasn’t comfortable. He went straight into his signature song, ‘Personality’ but before completing it he dropped to the stadium stage and had to be escorted into the wings. The singer was absolutely convinced that he was about to be murdered.

			The next day, the local press reported that Price collapsed ‘from the effects of a stomach ailment’. No mention was made of any attempts on the singer’s life.

			Bogie might have been a troublemaker, but Lee Gordon liked him; he always had time for a quick word whenever their paths crossed. ‘Lee never lost his cool, never blew his stack and always said, “Hello Bogie,”’ the drummer recalled. Gordon’s finances were another story, said Bogie: ‘Lee never had a clue how to handle money.’

			***

			Running his own label provided Lee Gordon with the opportunity to cut what had to be one of the strangest records in local music history, certainly by 1959 standards. ‘She’s the Ginchiest’, Gordon’s spoken-word ode to his swinging jet-set lifestyle, may have been the B-side of a track called ‘Get the Message’, but it was impossible to ignore. Over its two-and-a-bit minutes, Gordon sounded like a man auditioning for the Maynard G. Krebs role in TV’s The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis. He came on like a true beatnik – or perhaps he was simply recovering from a big night at the Roosevelt with Abe Saffron and co. It was hard to tell either way.

			Gordon wrote the deadpan lyrics – ‘She’s fine as wine and here’s the truth / She makes me feel less long in the tooth’ – and gave himself additional credit as conductor. Not that there was much conducting required, because his hipster jive was set to the sparse accompaniment of a snare drum, a bass and a swinging flute. The A-side, ‘Get the Message’, radiated the same hip vibe. During the song, Gordon coined a new term, ‘fairdinkumsville’, while also namechecking Fabian and Elvis Presley (‘Go, man, go’) in the lyric. But it wasn’t quite as far out as ‘She’s the Ginchiest’.

			Given that songs like Lloyd Price’s ‘Personality’ and Johnny Horton’s ‘The Battle of New Orleans’ were top of the charts around that time, ‘She’s the Ginchiest’ stood no chance of airplay, but it did have staying power. In 2002, it featured on the collection Spinning Around: 50 Years of Festival Records and was by far the oddest track on the anthology, even then.

			Gordon’s mention of Elvis during ‘Get the Message’ was a cheeky retort to his recent encounter in Hawaii with Presley’s gruff manager Colonel Tom Parker. Gordon had left the meeting in August confident that Australia would get to see Elvis in person, just as soon as he was released from the army. Gordon had given the press a date – June 1960 – and had begun prepping Johnny O’Keefe’s band, the Dee Jays, to work with Presley on the tour.

			O’Keefe’s drummer, ‘Catfish’ Purser, was in Gordon’s office when the phone rang not long after the promoter returned from Hawaii. ‘It was Elvis’s manager,’ said Purser, ‘and he said, “We’ve changed our mind; we don’t think an Australian act will be strong enough.” I cried. I was so emotionally mucked up I cried.’

			But there was more to Parker’s call than a rethink about using local musicians; he completely shut down the idea of a Presley Big Show. Not even Gordon’s offer of $300,000 – ‘the largest I’ve ever made’, he admitted – could sway the Colonel. Elvis was not coming to Australia.

			***

			Unable to book Elvis, Lee Gordon was struggling to draw new, exciting acts. Not only was Presley off his wishlist, but Buddy Holly, who’d toured briefly in January 1958 and had been slated for a return Oz visit, had died in a plane crash in early February 1959. Holly was just 22 years old. Bing Crosby still refused to fly long distances, so he was off the promoter’s radar. Gordon had even considered promoting a boxing match at the Sydney Stadium between Aussie George Barnes and world welterweight champ Don Jordan, but that faded away when Barnes was beaten to a pulp at the stadium by a South African boxer, Joe N’Gidi, who was nicknamed ‘Axe Killer’.

			Gordon resorted to again working with artists that he knew, and that he felt could safely turn a dollar. Johnnie Ray returned for yet another Australian visit in September 1959, although this time he played just eleven dates, and there was little of the madness of his earlier tours. A review of his opening night in Sydney made it clear that Ray had just about run out of steam, observing how the crowd responded best to Mr Emotion’s ‘old familiar songs’ and pointing out that ‘Sydney rock ’n’ roll ace Johnny O’Keefe’ – now a major Big Show drawcard – ‘almost stole the show’.

			Soon after the Ray tour, O’Keefe, who lived just a few minutes away from Gordon in Dover Heights, told him that he was going to try his luck in America. Gordon thought it was a bad idea; he pointed out that O’Keefe didn’t have a US record deal or a booking agent – in fact, he didn’t have any American contacts beyond the musos he’d worked with at the Sydney Stadium, some of whom were still smarting from how he’d upstaged them. Diana Trask had the backing of the hugely influential Frank Sinatra, but O’Keefe had no one in the USA.

			Gordon had other reasons to be doubtful. America had invented rock and roll – what need would they have for some kid from Down Under? They already had Elvis and Jerry Lee and Haley and the rest of them. What chance did O’Keefe stand, especially without the right contacts?

			‘Are you mad?’ Gordon asked his friend. ‘You’re a big star in Australia – but you’re nobody in America.’

			O’Keefe explained that it was too late to change his plans; he’d just sold his car to finance the trip. ‘I have to find out if I can make it. You’ve seen what happens at the stadium. They love me.’

			O’Keefe flew out to LA on 23 October 1959, bragging to a reporter that he had ‘15 TV and three personal appearances crammed into my itinerary’. He said that he had taken on the role of ‘Australia’s first teenage ambassador’ and intended to meet with US TV execs and pitch them his Six O’Clock Rock program, hoping for an American deal. Not a word of it was true.

			***

			One week after O’Keefe’s departure, Lee Gordon was up on the big screen for the first time, appearing during the opening credits of a film that he’d produced. It was titled, simply, Rock ‘n’ Roll. It wasn’t the most auspicious of premieres: the first and what turned out to be one of the very few screenings of the live concert film took place at the Newcastle Stadium Theatre. Over the opening credits and the titles ‘Lee Gordon Presents’, Gordon appeared, casually dressed in a striped, open-necked shirt and cardigan, in his natural domain: talking business on his phone in the Big Show office. A smattering of 45 rpm singles was spread across his desk.

			Directed by Aussie Lee Robinson, who Gordon knew through his work with Chips Rafferty – and who’d later have great success as part of the creative team behind TV hit Skippy – the film was shot on 35 mm film over several nights at the Sydney Stadium in October 1959. Robinson’s team of seven roving cameras captured all the sweat and swagger of a Big Show that was heavy on local acts, among them Johnny O’Keefe, Col Joye, Lonnie Lee and Johnny Devlin – with their respective backing bands – as well as American headliner (and teen heart-throb) Fabian. The film looked great and was probably the first time a rock-and-roll concert had been filmed so professionally. It was another first for Gordon, who financed the production.

			But Fabian’s presence proved to be the undoing of Rock ‘n’ Roll the movie. After a second screening, at the North Sydney Orpheum, Fabian’s manager Bob Marcucci was made aware of his star client’s role in the film – without his approval – and demanded that his performance be edited out. It probably didn’t help Gordon’s sleight of hand when print ads appeared for the movie featured ‘FABIAN’ in big, bold upper-case letters. Gordon had no option but to agree to the cut.

			However, an original edit of the film including Fabian had already been sent to New Zealand, where it proved to be a hit, probably more so due to the presence of local star Johnny Devlin. But by this time the film had pretty much run its course, despite being a handsome-looking and very effectively produced snapshot of local rockers – and the stadium faithful – at their wildest. As its producer, Gordon believed, with some justification, that the excision of Fabian undermined the film’s international appeal, and he turned his gaze elsewhere.

			Lee Robinson, however, had a different take on why the movie failed. He blamed Gordon, who he believed had become so conditioned to receiving the lion’s share of the profits from his Big Shows that he tried the same tactics with the film. As Robinson would recall, when Gordon was told by distributors that they typically received 30 per cent of the take, he replied: ‘Not with my bloody stuff, you won’t.’

			‘He wouldn’t conform to the distribution arrangement at all,’ said Robinson. ‘Wouldn’t even listen to it. So it never had any distribution at all. He wouldn’t let it go.’

			***

			When Sammy Davis Jr returned to Australia in December 1959, it was for Lee Gordon’s final Big Show of the 1950s, the end of a hectic five-year burst of activity. To boost sales, Gordon experimented with something new for the Davis tour, offering a ‘book now, pay later’ plan that allowed punters to book tickets over the phone, on credit, rather than queue up at an agency. ‘For Your Added Convenience A New Lee Gordon Service’, stated an ad that ran in the Herald on 24 November, ten days prior to Davis’s opening night at the Sydney Stadium. ‘We will post your tickets RIGHT NOW and send you an account.’ Purchasers could hold off payment until the new year, after the madness of Christmas had passed.

			Like many before him, Davis hated the stadium’s revolving stage. As he headed to his dressing room after the first show, he was overheard muttering to his minders, ‘I’m gonna kill that Gordon. I’m gonna kill him’, just as he had when there’d been problems at the Newcastle show on his previous tour.

			Davis’s run was brief, only nine shows, and even then, his visit was cut short by an unexpected call from America. ‘I’m due in New York,’ Davis explained to Gordon. ‘I’ve been asked to sing at a party for a senator named Kennedy.’

			‘Who’s that?’ Gordon asked.

			‘He could be the next president,’ said Davis.

			This was a huge problem for Gordon. It meant that he would have to cancel Davis’s Australian finale at Melbourne’s Festival Hall, which was scheduled for Monday 7 December. As an alternative, Gordon suggested moving forward his final show to the Sunday. However, the Anglican Dean of Melbourne, Dr Stuart Barton Babbage, was incensed – Sunday was the Sabbath, reserved for church services, not some jazz performance. He described the notion as a ‘violation of accepted practice and principle’.

			As crafty as ever, Gordon cooked up a plan. What if it was a free concert? And what if he made a generous donation to charity, just to sweeten the deal a little?

			Gordon ran this proposal by the Licensing Squad police, and it was agreed that the show would go on. Of course, it may have been a free show in theory, but Gordon saw no problem in setting up a concession stand inside Festival Hall with a sign that read ‘Donations’ and listed the actual ticket prices – which were as much as 39 shillings 6 pence for the best seats – just in case anyone felt inclined to pay. (Gordon was betting on patrons not being aware of the deal he’d struck with the Licensing Squad.)

			Upon learning about this the day after the show, Dr Babbage was angry all over again. He told a reporter from The Age that Gordon had established ‘a regrettable and undesirable principle’. He felt that Gordon’s talk about charitable donations and a free concert was nothing but subterfuge. ‘Serious objection can be taken to commercial shows charging box-office prices during the hours of divine service,’ huffed the Dean.

			But, as Gordon soon learned, many of the Sunday concertgoers declined to make a ‘donation’. ‘Judging from ticket sales the next day,’ said Gordon, ‘Sammy played to a handful of people on the Sunday night, which doesn’t tally with the fact there was standing room only and a traffic jam even before the show started.’

			For once, Lee Gordon’s sleight of hand hadn’t paid off. He’d had a great stretch, but maybe his luck was starting to run out.

		


		
			14.

			‘Who’s this Crash Craddock?’

			Sydney was now a very different city to the place that Lee Gordon had hit like a tornado in 1954. The rationing of such essentials as petrol, tea, butter, gas and electricity, which had been in place at the start of the 1950s, was long gone. There were now six traffic lanes on the Harbour Bridge and pub hours had been extended to 10 p.m., while the suburban housing sprawl had spread to Parramatta and beyond. The city’s population had increased to 2.1 million and its skyline had changed radically – the Sydney City Council approved £17.5 million of building works in 1959 alone. The Iron Cove Bridge, Circular Quay railway and Cahill Expressway were all now functional parts of Sydney’s landscape.

			‘All in all,’ surmised a column in The Sydney Morning Herald on 2 January 1960, ‘the 1950s in Sydney have been a king-size decade; almost everything is now bigger.’ The ‘American influence’, cited by the op-ed’s author Gavin Souter, was everywhere: in the way locals dressed (or didn’t, as could be witnessed on the city’s beaches), the way they spoke, the movies they watched and the music they enjoyed. This was evidence, wrote Souter, of ‘the momentum American influence has gained since 1950s. Lee Gordon can probably take part of the credit, or blame, for this.’

			And what Lee Gordon needed right now, at the dawn of a new decade, was a hot new American artist to promote. Over the past few years, an understanding had developed among the Big Show staff that Gordon would sign the legends, the big names, while the others would concentrate on seeking out acts currently in the top 40. One morning, Alan Heffernan was flicking through the latest copy of Cash Box magazine when he spotted a photo of a young American performer with the peculiar stage name of Crash Craddock, which was apparently a nod to his love of car racing. ‘He was a handsome guy,’ recalled Heffernan, ‘a good-looking guy.’ He was just the kind of fresh face that the Big Show needed.

			A twenty-year-old native of North Carolina, Billy Wayne ‘Crash’ Craddock also had a song, ‘Boom Boom Baby’, that was slowly snaking its way up the Cash Box top 80. This was enough to convince Heffernan that Craddock’s name should be added to the first Big Show of 1960, the ‘All American Rock Spectacular’, which at the moment featured guitarist Duane Eddy, vocalist Johnny Restivo and instrumental duo Santo & Jonny. It would be staged in late January.

			The usual Big Show process was that Gordon would sign off on the proposed line-up and then contact Henry Miller in the US, who’d help book the acts. More than once, Gordon had presented Miller with a long list of names, simply stating, ‘I want them all, Henry.’ (‘Lee, that’s crazy!’ Miller would usually reply.) But Gordon had a question as he looked over the ‘Rock Spectacular’ list: ‘Who’s this Crash Craddock?’ Heffernan assured him that Craddock would be a big hit – he was young, attractive and had a song in the US charts. ‘He’ll be great, Lee.’

			Yet when Gordon sent his list to Miller in the States, he was asked the same question: ‘Who’s Crash Craddock?’ After some digging, Miller learned that Craddock was signed to Columbia Records and was being touted as the next Elvis Presley; he’d even appeared twice on American Bandstand. But he was yet to have a big hit record and was currently working in a factory in North Carolina. The good news was that Miller booked Craddock for US$750 for a ten-day tour, which was an absolute bargain. It wasn’t as though Craddock had many other offers to consider, as Gordon admitted. ‘He would have agreed to a tour of the South Pole if I had suggested it.’

			Prior to the tour, Heffernan contacted the Australian Record Company, which was Craddock’s label this side of the Pacific. The label’s manager, Ray Bull, told Heffernan that, funnily enough, he’d just received a short film of Craddock performing.

			‘I’ve never heard of the guy,’ Bull admitted to Heffernan, who handed along a copy of the tape to Brian Henderson, the mild-mannered, bespectacled host of Channel 9’s Bandstand. As soon as he screened Craddock performing ‘Boom Boom Baby’, interest in the upcoming tour soared and the song started racing up the charts – Craddock had his first number 1 hit, and in Australia, of all places. The Australian Record Company were suddenly so invested in their new star that they commissioned Crash Craddock sweaters, which Gordon’s staff would sell at the shows. Gordon was again way ahead of the pack – it would be years before merchandising became a cash cow for promoters.

			The twelve-day-long ‘Rock Spectacular’ tour began with a two-night stand at the Sydney Stadium and wrapped with a show at the RSL club in rural Queanbeyan, New South Wales. Both fans and critics loved the concerts. ‘If rock’n’ roll shows can be judged by audience reaction,’ read a notice in The Age, ‘last night’s concert at Festival Hall was unsurpassed.’ Craddock was singled out as the pick of the international acts, although ‘all managed to work the audience up to a frenzied pitch’.

			In early February, as the troupe packed their bags for their flight home, Gordon met Heffernan for a drink at the Chevron Hotel in Kings Cross. They agreed that Craddock had contributed hugely to the success of the ‘Spectacular’; the tour’s profit was somewhere in the vicinity of £200,000. A headline appeared days after the tour. It read: ‘The factory hand Lee made a star overnight.’

			‘How much should we pay Crash?’ asked Heffernan. He told Gordon that he thought the singer deserved more than the $750 they’d agreed upon. Gordon thought this through for a while. ‘Kick him up to a thousand,’ he decided, before returning to his drink.

			But despite his barnstorming Oz tour, and a hit single, some things never changed for Crash Craddock. Gordon booked him for another Big Show in May 1960; this time around he’d be sharing the bill with Buddy Holly’s backing band, The Crickets, plus Bobby Rydell and an assortment of local acts. The headliners were brothers Don and Phil Everly, famous for their high harmonies, timeless hits like ‘Cathy’s Clown’ and ‘Wake Up Little Susie’, and their intense dislike of each other. Before the tour began, they pulled Gordon aside. ‘Lee,’ they asked, ‘who’s Crash Craddock?’

			***

			For events such as the ‘All American Rock Spectacular’, Gordon chose a local artist to act as onstage compere. On the Craddock tour, this had been Dig Richards. Johnny O’Keefe was the obvious choice to compere the next Big Show in March, which Gordon billed as the ‘Parade of Stars in the Supershow’ and featured the return of Tommy Sands. He shared billing with Jerry Lee Lewis, a wild-eyed piano man who recorded for Memphis’s Sun label, the original home of Elvis Presley. Lewis had toured for Gordon with Buddy Holly early in 1958. Also on the tour was American Chan Romero, best known for the hit ‘Hippy Hippy Shake’. After one particularly underwhelming radio interview, Gordon had given the singer some advice: ‘They can’t hear you shaking your head, son.’ Romero was not the world’s biggest talker.

			It had been a lively few months for Johnny O’Keefe since he ignored Gordon’s advice and tried his luck in America. Due to an outrageous stroke of fortune, he’d secured a deal with Liberty Records, the label of choice for such acts as Eddie Cochran and Bobby Vee. Liberty christened O’Keefe ‘the Boomerang Boy’ and trimmed a couple of years off his age; 25 was a little old for the teen market. ‘He is Australia’s number one jukebox favourite and television star,’ announced his new label.

			While in America, O’Keefe recorded ‘She’s My Baby’ at Hollywood’s Gold Star Studios, where Eddie Cochran had cut the immortal ‘Summertime Blues’. Liberty made it known that the Boomerang Boy would soon be touring the country ‘coast to coast’. But O’Keefe’s American tour was a disaster. While ‘She’s My Baby’ – which had been a number 1 hit back home – got some good notices, it barely touched the US charts. During a road trip to Mexico, O’Keefe lit up a joint while travelling with some American musicians, who were mortified that he’d crossed the border while carrying dope. But O’Keefe, in a manner that would have befitted Lee Gordon, simply shrugged off the possibility of rotting in a Tijuana prison. ‘Relax,’ he told the others, and took a deep toke on the joint.

			Johnny O’Keefe’s US odyssey came to a screeching halt in New Orleans, where a boomerang-throwing contest had been arranged by Liberty. The deal was that anyone who could throw further than the Aussie singer would pocket US$100. Over the next hour, some 30 contenders out-threw O’Keefe – who’d had a few drinks to loosen up for the event – and Liberty were once again massively out of pocket. After one final recording session, O’Keefe’s US label pulled the pin, having dropped something like US$50,000 on the Boomerang Boy for very little return. The name ‘O’Keefe’ became a dirty word in Liberty’s LA office.

			When O’Keefe returned to Oz for Gordon’s Tommy Sands Big Show, he boasted that ‘She’s My Baby’ had ‘sold about 250,000 copies’ in America, when in fact it had shifted barely a few thousand. Somehow, he managed to convince his wife Marianne that he’d featured on both The Ed Sullivan Show and Dick Clark’s American Bandstand. None of it was true. O’Keefe, just like his mentor Gordon, suffered from dark mood swings and he fell into a serious depression, convinced that he was a failure.

			Sydney radio DJ Bob Rogers spent what he described as a very disturbing night in a pub with Lee Gordon and O’Keefe as they laughed about their psychological problems. O’Keefe boasted how he could drive all the way down Sydney’s Pitt Street without stopping for a red light, hinting at some kind of mind control, while Gordon joked about his time in ‘the nuthouse’. But for both Gordon and O’Keefe, the state of their mental health would soon be nothing to laugh about.

			***

			Lee Gordon, like his friend Johnny O’Keefe, was also living through a period of personal chaos in 1960. He’d broken up with his long-time girlfriend Christine Hoskins. Some people close to Gordon, including Max Moore, felt that the relationship between Gordon and Hoskins had been a love match. Moore believed that Christine ‘had a heart of gold’, and he fondly recalled the night that Hoskins upstaged Liberace when she arrived on opening night at the Trocadero wearing a backless dress. ‘There was a gasp from the waiting crowd,’ wrote Moore. But now they were through. During one of his many trips to Las Vegas, Gordon met a stunning blonde burlesque artist named Lee Sharon, who returned with him to Australia. (Sharon had performed at the glitzy Pigalle Club in London’s West End.)

			It was around this time that Gordon became obsessed with Coccinelle, the stunning transgender performer he’d met on the French Riviera while travelling with Alan Heffernan. Gordon had invested money in Coccinelle’s career, bringing the performer to Australia (‘direct from Paris’) in July 1959 to appear at Lee’s in Woollahra. Gordon had ensured that a veritable army of press greeted Coccinelle on arrival – ‘my impresario was really on the ball’, noted Coccinelle – and the mere whisper of the term ‘striptease’ sent the press, and the police, into a tizzy. To counter any possible arrest, Gordon came up with what Coccinelle described as a ‘Machiavellian scheme’. When challenged by authorities that the show featured a nude woman, Gordon shook his head. ‘It’s a man,’ Gordon explained. ‘You can verify that in his passport.’ At the end of a successful run at Lee’s, Coccinelle enjoyed a lavish eight-day vacation in Hawaii. ‘I was soon stretched out on the golden sand, scandalising the locals,’ recalled Coccinelle, ‘as I was absolutely the only one wearing a French bikini.’ Lee Gordon paid for the lot.

			There was a VIP area upstairs at Lee’s at Woollahra that was Gordon’s private domain, much like his favoured spot at the rear of the Sydney Stadium. When Gordon booked streetwise Sydney singer Ted Hamilton for a residency at Lee’s – he’d perform two solo shows nightly, at 8 p.m. and 11 p.m., followed by a very late show at 2 a.m., where he’d front the Australian Jazz Quintet – Hamilton quickly learned that Lee’s VIP room was a no-go zone for people such as himself. ‘I didn’t do drugs,’ Hamilton said, ‘which meant you weren’t accepted socially.’ Hamilton would often see Gordon, Johnny O’Keefe, and Gordon’s former chauffeur and friend Wayne Martin disappear into the upstairs space – and clouds of thick smoke would soon be seeping out from under the door.

			‘Lee was a rampant drug addict,’ Hamilton believed.

			***

			One day at the Big Show office, Gordon met an ambitious young promoter from New Zealand named Harry M. Miller (he used his middle ‘M’ so as not to be confused with Harry Miller, who managed the Sydney Stadium). Miller was a quick learner who’d swiftly graduated from his first job as a ‘lolly boy’ at Wellington’s Athletic Park to working with popular Māori act the Howard Morrison Quartet. It was then that he decided to ‘cross the ditch’ and try his luck in Australia. Miller was a huge admirer of Lee Gordon and believed that his Big Show concept was ‘brilliant … the shows were amazing. People who didn’t see value in shows like that were miserable bastards.’

			When they met, Miller, who was in his mid-twenties, introduced himself as ‘Harry from Auckland’ and pitched Gordon an idea: if Gordon would allow his artists to add New Zealand to their itineraries, Miller would promote their tours, and he’d split the cost of airfares. Gordon agreed, telling him: ‘I’ve heard good things about you.’ But Lee Gordon wasn’t in great shape.

			‘It’s safe to say that, while still a player, he was running out of puff,’ Miller would write of his first encounter with Gordon. ‘Drugs and booze were getting the better of him.’ Gordon could put away as much as two bottles of brandy a day, for which he blamed the business. ‘You do a heck of a lot of social drinking,’ he explained. Gordon also remained an avid pot smoker.

			Still, Miller learned that not all the rumours about Gordon being the ‘pin-up boy for success and excess’ were completely true, as he got to know him better. There was a quiet, contemplative side to Lee Gordon, too. Harry M. Miller would eventually team up with Gordon’s friends the Wong brothers, before emulating Gordon and becoming an entertainment powerhouse.

			***

			Gordon’s Big Shows remained popular, even if the novelty of seeing big stars wasn’t as strong for local audiences as it had been in 1954. The March 1960 ‘Parade of Stars in the Supershow’ concerts, which featured Tommy Sands, drew 16,000 punters – ‘mostly teenagers’, observed the Herald – to the Sydney Stadium for the opening night’s two shows. There was the usual chaos, as thousands blocked Bayswater Road between shows – shades of Johnnie Ray in 1954 – while inside the stadium ‘several firecrackers exploded [and] at times screams of appreciation were louder than the sound of the artists’. Tommy Sands’ escort to and from the stage comprised at least a dozen uniformed policemen, although even they couldn’t stop a few enthusiastic female fans who ‘dived among the police to try to touch Sands’, reported the Herald.

			One of the old stadium problems returned to haunt Gordon when he promoted a tour by stage, screen and recording star Harry Belafonte in August: the dreaded revolving stage. Frank Sinatra hated it, as did Sammy Davis Jr, and when Belafonte performed in Sydney, he, too, would let Gordon know that it didn’t suit his style of performance. After running his eyes over the set-up at the Sydney Stadium, Belafonte politely informed the promoter and the press that ‘he preferred to work in a theatre with effective lighting and acoustics’. But the show still went on.

			Belafonte, who’d had a string of top 10 hits in Australia, including ‘Jamaica Farewell’, ‘Banana Boat (Day-O)’ and ‘Island in the Sun’, took in Sydney with a sizeable party that included his second wife, Julie Robinson, a former dancer, along with their infant son David Michael, David’s nanny, and a troupe of ten musicians. Unfortunately, Belafonte, who’d been performing in Manila, was also travelling with a nasty case of influenza, which forced him to postpone his first four Melbourne shows, where 6000 seats had already been booked. Tellingly, these shows at the Palais Theatre in St Kilda were presented by J.C. Williamson’s, not Big Show, a clear sign that Gordon’s monopoly was starting to fade. Gordon only promoted Belafonte’s Sydney concerts.

			The singer’s three-night stand at the Sydney Stadium was well attended, and returns were solid, but as Lee Gordon left Australia for his latest American sortie in mid-August 1960, he started to wonder about his future. His physical and mental health were in decline, Gordon’s prized venue was showing its age, his acts weren’t happy and his stranglehold on the market was slipping. Was his time in the spotlight running out?

		


		
			15.

			‘Too late. I’ve already booked the acts.’

			When he returned to Australia towards the end of August 1960, Lee Gordon resumed his search for new business sensations. But, again, it seemed that he’d lost his golden touch. Some of his more outrageous ideas, such as a club strictly for teenagers in the Sydney suburb of Marrickville (a precursor to the popular Blue Light Discos), and a very upscale £6 million resort development on Stradbroke Island, which would feature a bridge linking the mainland and the island, never came to fruition. (At least not under Gordon’s watch; Stradbroke later became a popular tourist destination.)

			Gordon attempted to promote a controversial film called Karamoja: The Land of Naked People, a ‘shockumentary’ about a native tribe in Uganda that, according to the film’s blurb, wear ‘only the wind and live on blood and beer’. The documentary, produced by a wandering American hustler named Kroger Babb, featured gruesome scenes of circumcision and full-frontal nudity, and as one critic who’d seen Karamoja observed, ‘The squeamish will recoil from scenes showing these primitives drinking blood, knocking out teeth for lip plugs, or eating freshly killed animals.’ Gordon bought the local rights, but even a trademark piece of promotional hype – ‘St John’s ambulance bearers or trained first aid attendants present at every session’ – failed to attract an audience for Karamoja.

			Gordon could still rely on Big Shows to keep his business afloat, even though local acts continued to raise hell with such visiting stars as Ricky Nelson. Although he had recorded such hits as ‘I’m Walkin’’ and ‘Be-Bop Baby’ and was a solid musician, the handsome twenty-year-old American was better known for his role in The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, a popular TV sitcom in which he co-starred with his older brother David and his parents Ozzie and Harriet. (The show would run for a remarkable 435 episodes across fourteen seasons.)

			Gordon and his staff were aware that Nelson wasn’t a natural performer – ‘he was nowhere near as extroverted as Little Richard’, said Alan Heffernan, ‘and lacked real charisma on stage’ – but could see the commercial potential in a tour, which was locked in for early September 1960. Tellingly, the Nelson Big Show bill was top-loaded with locals, including Johnny O’Keefe, Dig Richards, Johnny Devlin and Col Joye. Joye would later insist that Gordon tried to talk him out of appearing on the Big Show for fear of upstaging Nelson, but he needn’t have worried – Johnny O’Keefe would see to that.

			By now, O’Keefe’s performance of the song ‘Shout’ was an absolute showstopper, the highlight of his set, as he bounced up and down on the soles of his feet, exploding with energy, whipping the crowd into a frenzy. But the Nelson Big Show on 2 September was a whole new experience. The stadium absolutely erupted after ‘Shout’; it was unlike anything heard before for a local performer. When Nelson reluctantly took the stage, a chant of ‘Johnny! Johnny! Johnny!’ continued to reverberate around the venue, followed by a loud series of boos when it became clear that he wasn’t coming back. Nelson stood there, trapped, while the cries for O’Keefe continued. Nelson rushed through his set and left to tepid applause – he’d been completely blown away.

			It had been a remarkable comeback by O’Keefe, whose payment for the tour was Lee Gordon’s speedboat. (‘I’m a little short of cash,’ Gordon explained to him.) He was lucky to be alive, because in late June 1960, driving his cherry-red Plymouth Belvedere fast from Surfers Paradise to Sydney, he’d been in a horrific car crash just outside of Kempsey in rural New South Wales. First responders at the crash scene thought that O’Keefe was dead. ‘I don’t know how he survived,’ said Catfish Purser from the Dee Jays. ‘All his gums were ripped to shreds, he had no teeth, he looked a mess.’ His passengers, Dee Jays sax player Johnny Greenan and his wife Jan, were also badly injured.

			Within days, Gordon had organised a fundraiser for O’Keefe and the Greenans at the Sydney Stadium, which he billed modestly as ‘The Most Mammoth Rock’n’Roll Show of all Time’. Gordon called in various favours and the night featured performances from Col Joye, Johnny Rebb, Johnny Devlin, Lonnie Lee – all with their backing bands – as well as The Crescents, The Delltones and dozens of others. In a rare public appearance, Gordon co-compered the event, sharing the microphone with radio stars Bob Rogers, Tony Withers and John Laws, as well as Bandstand’s Brian Henderson. Gordon also staged fundraisers in Brisbane and Melbourne. Never one to miss a marketing opportunity himself, O’Keefe’s next record was called ‘I’m Still Alive (The Chicken Song)’ and featured a shot of his wrecked Belvedere on the sleeve.

			So, it was a minor miracle – or at least a miracle of modern plastic surgery – that O’Keefe was even on the Ricky Nelson tour, let alone causing havoc for the American headliner. But O’Keefe’s ego could be a problem: it grew pretty much in proportion with his burgeoning fan base, to the point that Gordon felt the need to remind him who was in charge. When O’Keefe turned up late for showtime during the Nelson tour, causing problems for the running order, Gordon locked him inside the dressing room and held him captive until the show was over. When Gordon finally set him free, O’Keefe’s knuckles were bruised from banging on the door, his voice hoarse from screaming obscenities at his mentor.

			Despite the troubles, the Nelson tour rolled on. ‘We still did well financially,’ said Heffernan, ‘even though many audiences heckled.’ But Ricky Nelson wouldn’t tour Australia for another 25 years.

			***

			When not booking Big Shows, Lee Gordon continued to explore the commercial potential in burlesque. Coccinelle had created a stir in 1959, and in 1960 Gordon booked his partner Lee Sharon to star in a striptease show that he staged in Kings Cross. Gordon had sought legal advice regarding onstage nudity and was told that the current laws didn’t prevent it if the dancers moved on stage. ‘This was simply an archaic rule which grew out of theatre tradition,’ said Gordon, who chose to exploit the legal loophole.

			He charged £1 admission for the shows featuring Lee Sharon, for which punters were given a membership card, adding a touch of class to the event. Although privately he talked about the ‘big three’ factors of burlesque – ‘tits, feathers and arse’ – Gordon was trying to project a more sophisticated club atmosphere.

			Lee Sharon performed under the stage name Miss Sharon. ‘This is just a taste of the future,’ said Sharon, who, as the Herald mentioned, had ‘recently announced her engagement to Mr Lee Gordon, the showman’. Sharon believed that ‘Sydney is growing up and demands this type of entertainment.’ Like Gordon, Sharon enjoyed the high life; she cruised the streets of Sydney in a brand-new Mercury Cougar, while the rock on her finger, which Gordon had purchased from Stafford’s, an upscale Sydney jeweller, was worth £8000.

			Her act was the finale of an hour-long show and featured five costume changes, and she wound up virtually naked. ‘None of the girls appeared completely nude,’ clarified The Sydney Morning Herald, ‘although they had very little on at the end.’ Not surprisingly, Sharon’s performances drew plenty of police interest. According to one senior police official interviewed by the Herald, striptease acts such as those staged by Gordon were scrutinised by members of the Vice Squad and 21 Division and ‘if any act was considered obscene or indecent then action would be taken’. But no arrests were made.

			Gordon’s relationship with Lee Sharon, however, wasn’t built to last. ‘You can’t be engaged to a man you never see,’ Sharon wrote in a letter published by The Sydney Morning Herald on 3 December 1960. ‘And furthermore, I don’t want to see him again.’ (Gordon, as usual, had spent several months of the year overseas.) Three days later, the case of ‘Lee Gordon Records Pty. v Lee Sharon’ was listed in the day’s law notices, to be heard before Justice Frederick Myers of the NSW Supreme Court.

			By New Year’s Eve 1960, Sharon was staging her own show, ‘Lee Sharon’s Follies Bergere’, at a club on William Street in Kings Cross. It was billed as ‘Sydney’s Biggest! … Brightest! … Bounciest! Truly Continental-Type Night Club Show!’ Lee Gordon’s newest rival was his former fiancée.

			***

			As restless as ever, in August 1960 Gordon had decided to establish what might have been his biggest show yet: Sydney’s first drive-in restaurant. Typically, he had large-scale plans – he intended to open at least 50 drive-ins right across the country. He was inspired by the spread of McDonald’s in the USA, which was the brainchild of two brothers from New England, Dick and Mac McDonald, who’d been helped considerably by Ray Kroc, a very Lee Gordon–like marketing whiz. The first franchises of the restaurant opened in 1953 and by 1960 they were grossing a staggering US$56 million annually.

			Gordon found a block of land at Taverners Hill in the Sydney suburb of Lewisham, conveniently located at 696 Parramatta Road, a main thoroughfare linking the western suburbs to the city. Gordon paid £11,500 for the site, which could accommodate about 60 cars, and hired two American consultants to help him put the project together. Gordon also had plans for similar sites in Enfield and Rose Bay – yet again, he was thinking big.

			He launched an advertising and recruitment blitz for what was known simply as ‘Lee Gordon’s Drive-in Restaurant’. The newspaper ads read: ‘Australia’s first real Drive-In Restaurants – direct from America. You’ll be delighted by the flavour of Beefburgers, Cheeseburgers and a hundred other delicious American taste thrills – and there’s no parking worries.’ In some ways, it was just like Gordon’s first Big Shows, promising local consumers a genuinely American experience, something that wasn’t readily available in Australia.

			In another very Lee Gordon move, he staged a competition to name the restaurant’s cartoon mascot, a ruddy-cheeked kid wearing a ‘Lee Gordon’ cap and holding aloft a burger so big it could have fed a family of four. The winner came up with the name Big Boy Hamburger and received two free tickets to every Big Show staged over the next twelve months.

			***

			While still establishing his drive-in restaurant, Gordon, the perennial multitasker, decided it was time to pursue a dream project. For years he’d hoped to stage a large-scale jazz event in the style of America’s Newport Jazz Festival, which had been operating since 1954 – when 13,000 people attended over two days – and had hosted such stars as Billie Holiday and Louis Armstrong. Australian audiences had recently warmed to American jazzman Dave Brubeck, who undertook a successful Oz tour with his quartet in March 1960, in shows presented by Adelaide’s Kym Bonython, who dabbled in jazz promotion with his company Aztec Services (and ran a record store in Adelaide’s CBD). ‘The average age of our audiences is around 30,’ said Brubeck. ‘Jazz is a universal language.’

			This was exactly what Lee Gordon needed to hear; a jazz festival would be his chance to present something more upmarket than yet another show in The Old Tin Shed where the artist couldn’t be heard over the shrieks of screaming teens. A review of Brubeck’s opening night in Sydney backed this up. ‘The crowd, mostly in the 20 to 30 years age group, stood up, cheered and whistled and applauded … But the audience was always well behaved.’

			Gordon’s staff, however, were shocked when he broke the news. Alan Heffernan was particularly surprised when Gordon told him that he’d decided Australia needed a jazz festival on the suggestion of an airline pilot friend named Arthur Thurston, who was hardly an authority in the world of entertainment and promotions. ‘Lee, don’t be crazy,’ Heffernan told him. ‘A jazz show would be a flop.’

			Heffernan knew that it would be a huge financial investment – and he wasn’t convinced that Sydneysiders were ready for their own Newport, just as he still wasn’t sure they were keen to sit in their cars and chomp cheeseburgers at Taverners Hill. He also felt that the Sydney Stadium wasn’t the right venue. At Newport, jazz fans took in the music while seated outdoors in the Bellevue Avenue Historic District, a picturesque site dominated by stately Gilded Age mansions, homes to such influential and moneyed Americans as the Vanderbilts and the Astors. The Sydney Stadium, for all its history, was still The Old Tin Shed – and it was definitely showing its age.

			But none of this mattered to Gordon. The deal was done.

			‘Too late,’ he told Heffernan. ‘I’ve already booked the acts.’

			In fact, Gordon was so passionate about the event that he informed Heffernan, ‘This will be the biggest jazz festival ever staged in the world.’ Heffernan shook his head and wondered whether Gordon had been smoking too much pot. Again.

			Gordon had pieced together an impressive bill. ‘The Divine One’, 36-year-old Sarah Vaughan – known as ‘Sassy’ to her friends – would headline, while Dizzy Gillespie, The Dave Brubeck Quartet, saxophonist Coleman ‘Bean’ Hawkins and vocalist Dakota Staton, among many other international acts, had agreed to be part of the festival. There were so many musicians, in fact, that it was decided that the troupe would be split in two: while one group played Sydney (for two nights at the stadium, on 28 and 29 October), the other would perform in Melbourne at Festival Hall. The festival would also travel to Adelaide and Brisbane.

			There had been a hitch, though: because Gordon had sunk so much money into the drive-in, there simply wasn’t enough money in the Big Show coffers to pay the necessary deposits – £2000 for each artist, as per their contracts – to secure their services. (Headliner Vaughan was to be paid £1500 per show.) Gordon was once again in the USA, so it was left to Max Moore and Alan Heffernan to improvise some creative accounting. They’d learned well from their boss.

			Moore and Heffernan opened an individual account in the name of each artist – ‘The Big Show Pty Ltd Dizzy Gillespie account’ for starters – and deposited £2000. Once they had a stamped deposit slip, then they would open another account in the name of the next artist – ‘The Sarah Vaughan account’ – withdraw the cash from the Gillespie account, deposit it into Vaughan’s account, get another stamped deposit slip, and do it all over again until every artist was ‘paid’ with the same £2000. The deposit slips were sent to the artists’ agents as ‘proof’ of the transaction and the contracts were duly signed. (When the tour opened in Adelaide, some of the acts tried to cash their deposit slips. ‘Thank goodness it was a Sunday,’ noted Moore, ‘and all the banks were closed.’)

			To Gordon’s credit, there was an unmistakable buzz about what he billed as the ‘1st Annual Australian International Jazz Festival’. Of all people, Sir Kenneth Street, the Lieutenant-Governor of New South Wales, spoke about the festival at a reception given in his honour on 20 October at the Chevron Hilton, hosted by none other than the recently returned Lee Gordon. ‘I don’t understand [jazz]. But I am trying to learn,’ said Sir Kenneth, who admitted he was a bit out of step with the form. ‘With jazz, I feel like an antediluvian crustacean … crawling out from under a rock. But jazz,’ he continued, ‘is undoubtedly something which is interesting a great many of our young people.’ Street congratulated Gordon on his upcoming festival, and his ‘attempt to bring out artists who can really produce this music as it should be produced’.

			Among those artists was 43-year-old Dizzy Gillespie. ‘Man, I’m royalty,’ Gillespie laughed when he spoke with the press after the opening Sydney show of the jazz festival. ‘I’ve figured it out. I have royal blood.’ The Sydney Morning Herald duly referred to him as ‘H.R.H. The Dizz’, noting that at £2000 a week, Gillespie was currently earning more than prime minister Robert Menzies.

			Gillespie took the chance to praise Australian audiences; or at least the crowds he’d played to so far at the Sydney Stadium. ‘Man,’ he said, ‘they have a fine sense of humour!’ However, opening night was sparsely attended. When asked about the size of the gathering, Gillespie pulled a sour face. ‘Man, this isn’t a great jazz-conscious country.’ H.R.H. The Dizz was being polite: tickets simply weren’t selling. Maybe Alan Heffernan had been right. A mixed review of the first night described the show as a ‘a sort of osmosis as each kind of jazz fused into a musical potage’. There were too many acts, too many different styles – and simply not enough people in the venue to make it work. Lee Gordon was promoting a dud.

			Behind the scenes, there was more trouble: the artists continued to try to bank their deposit slips in different cities, only to be told that what they were presenting were not cheques. In his role as tour manager, Max Moore readily admitted ‘lying through my teeth’ when he told all the acts that their funds would be available within 24 hours. ‘Everyone appeared to be happy,’ said Moore, but just before Dizzy Gillespie was due to take the stage at Melbourne’s Festival Hall, his manager requested that Moore come to his dressing room. He had an ultimatum.

			‘Dizzy is not performing until he’s paid his money.’

			Moore told Gillespie’s manager that he’d get the money from ticket sales, and everything would be sorted, but there was a problem: barely 200 punters had paid to see the show. ‘The door sales were lousy,’ admitted Moore. It was only by arranging a deal with the venue operator, a man with the interesting name of Dick Lean, that Moore was able to pay Gillespie in cash and get him on stage.

			But it wasn’t just Max Moore who had problems with Gillespie. As part of his arrangement with Gordon, Harry M. Miller was promoting the New Zealand leg of the tour, imaginatively branded as ‘New Zealand’s First International Festival of Jazz’. Miller would write how Gillespie was ‘a talented but unprofessional prick who liked to toy with promoters and audiences’. Miller, too, fared badly, losing about £400 on the New Zealand leg. It would be his ‘introduction to Lee’s impetuous and commercially reckless side’, Miller wrote of the experience. 

			After finally paying the artists, Lee Gordon lost somewhere in the vicinity of £70,000, although Alan Heffernan would later state that it was closer to £200,000. ‘It pretty much sent the company into bankruptcy,’ he revealed.

			The failure of the tour was stark evidence that Gordon had misread the tastes of local audiences. What Gordon came to understand – a bit too late – was that jazz devotees ‘make a lot of noise, but in actual numbers they have no significance. Only Sarah Vaughan looked like pulling a worthwhile audience.’ Alan Heffernan agreed. ‘Jazz lovers weren’t big spenders,’ he admitted.

			The first Australian Annual International Jazz Festival was also the last.

			***

			Lee Gordon had dreamed big and failed with his jazz festival, and it proved to be the last straw for Alan Heffernan. More frequently of late, in Gordon’s absence, Heffernan and Max Moore had been required to contend with short-changed artists and angry managers – and they often had to find creative ways to balance the Big Show bottom line. It had worn Heffernan down and after the huge failure of the jazz festival, he spoke with Gordon in his office. He, too, had an ultimatum.

			‘I’m finished with the organisation,’ said Heffernan. ‘This doesn’t work anymore.’

			Heffernan told Gordon that he’d established his own touring company, World Entertainments Pty Ltd, which would promote touring acts in city and rural centres – Gordon’s market, essentially. Heffernan admitted that it was an ‘extremely difficult’ decision to set up his own company, a rival to Big Show, but he felt that ‘being scared of the future’ had forced him to take action.

			As far as Heffernan was concerned, Gordon was an entrepreneur ‘the likes of which may never be seen in Australia again’, but he could see that Lee was nearing the end of his amazing run. He feared that soon Gordon ‘might make a catastrophic mistake from which there would be no possibility of recovery’. Heffernan felt that he needed protection.

			Over time, he’d grant Gordon a 10 per cent stake in his company, while he stayed on board as one of Big Show’s three directors, along with Gordon and Art Schurgin. Heffernan also agreed to help with future Big Shows. Despite the madness, Heffernan knew that without Gordon’s support and his big dreams he’d still be a suburban accountant filing tax returns. He owed the man a lot.

			Gordon, meanwhile, now turned to his friend Abe Saffron for financial backing. Saffron, the so-called ‘King of the Cross’, was still in charge of popular nightspot the Roosevelt (the topless waitresses were a big draw) and had just opened a strip joint called the Staccato Club. He was also running the Pink Pussycat, in partnership with Wayne Martin and another Gordon buddy known as ‘Last Card’ Louis Benedetto (a nickname given to him by fellow card player and gambler Jack Davey).

			Lee Gordon and his coffin had generated many juicy stories in Sydney, and just as many lively stories circulated about Abe Saffron. It was whispered that he was a sex addict who participated in orgies – admittedly, he had been arrested and charged with ‘scandalous conduct’ in 1956, along with Martin, after a wild party at Palm Beach – and that he sold ‘stag’ movies to cinemas and ran many of the city’s brothels. What was undeniable was that Saffron had deep pockets, and what Lee Gordon needed right now was money. He really had no other choice.

			And Gordon’s next step, in late 1960, was to move deeper into Saffron’s domain, the red-light district. Gordon asked for Heffernan’s help in negotiating a lease on a site on Bayswater Road in Kings Cross and set to work establishing a club that he decided to call the Primitif. He was hoping to make it a more permanent fixture than his previous dabbling in burlesque with Lee Sharon. Gordon placed a call to his friend and mentor Art Schurgin in Detroit and told him that he needed world-class strippers; could he help him out? Schurgin duly came through with a team of strippers, who’d perform under such enticing stage names as Desiree, Yolande, Anna Paul and Lily Flame.

			Gordon, meanwhile, poached a jazz trio named The Three Out from a club called El Rocco – they’d performed at his failed jazz festival – and hired them as Primitif’s house band. (They’d go on to work with Gordon protégé Diana Trask on a US tour.) The Primitif was ready to open in record time; barely three weeks had passed since Gordon spoke with Heffernan about securing a lease.

			But this endeavour came with its risks. Plenty of Sydney clubs had quickly come and gone, including the Ginger Bar, the Knickerbocker, Ziegfield’s, and the Colony Club in suburban Sylvania (where curried goanna had occasionally appeared on the menu). And Gordon understood that due to the risqué nature of striptease, there remained a real possibility that police could close down his club. To counter that, he asked Heffernan to prepare a speech pointing out to the audience that what they were about to witness was a form of artistic expression; despite all the bare flesh, it wasn’t really pornography. Heffernan would read this statement prior to each performance. And, as Heffernan recalled, what happened on stage at the Primitif wasn’t sleazy bump ‘n’ grind: ‘The actual strips were artistically performed.’

			But it wasn’t the law that closed the Primitif; it was the neighbours. A Greek family business located next door applied for a noise injunction, which forced Gordon to pay the family several thousand pounds to keep his operation running. But after just a few months of business, and a few more on-the-quiet payments, Gordon decided to close the doors of the Primitif. He’d had enough – and not just of the club. He’d had enough of the entertainment business, enough of Sydney and the Big Shows, enough of the high life. And his relationship with Lee Sharon had fallen apart. He left Australia in November 1960 and wouldn’t return for some time.

		


		
			16.

			‘Please come to Australia. I need the money.’

			When Lee Gordon resurfaced in Australia in mid-January 1961, he told the press that he’d once again been pursuing his holy grail, Elvis Presley. And yet again, Gordon had struck out; there was simply no chance that Colonel Parker would let his star client leave America, despite the huge money that Gordon promised. ‘He was too tied down with films,’ Gordon explained.

			But that was merely one part of Gordon’s latest American adventure. After spending some time at the Hawaiian Village in Honolulu, his hotel of choice on the island, Gordon had checked into a sanitorium – this time of his own volition. Gordon had reached a point, as he would reveal, that he found it ‘possible to drink and enjoy whisky at an early hour in the morning’, while still putting away a couple of bottles of brandy over the rest of the day. He knew that he needed to dry out. Gordon understood that alcoholism was a form of illness; his willingness to admit that he had a problem and seek treatment was thinking way ahead of its time.

			‘Alcohol is a disease,’ insisted Gordon, ‘and there’s no reason why a person who suffers from it should feel any sense of guilt.’ (Gordon, wisely, chose not to share with the media his thoughts about smoking dope; that would have been a much harder sell.)

			His Aussie acolyte, Johnny O’Keefe, would have a similar revelation about mental illness. When he suffered a series of nervous breakdowns, he was frank with the local media, making it known that he’d spent time on the couch with a shrink and had taken medication. He’d also had regular stays at a psychiatric ward, which he jokingly referred to as ‘my winter residence’. Later in his career O’Keefe would perform for the staff at the North Ryde Psychiatric Centre as a thank you.

			While Lee Gordon was in the Hawaiian sanitorium, he binged on multivitamins and healthy food, trying to wean himself off the booze. It wasn’t easy, as he revealed; he was in a world of pain. ‘No teenagers at a Presley show felt more like screaming … [when] I knew I would not be able to have another drink for months.’

			But the cure didn’t stick, and not long after leaving the sanitorium Gordon lost himself on a ten-day bender, which led him back to the Sands in Las Vegas. There he bumped into his old sparring partner, Frank Sinatra, who, like Gordon, had recently established his own record label, Reprise Records. Sinatra took one look at Gordon and gave him some tough love: ‘Charlie,’ he said, ‘you’re a mess.’ Gordon nodded and accepted his friend’s criticism. ‘I could not do much but agree,’ he said. Gordon tried rehab again, this time in New York, before his return to Oz in early 1961.

			Ken Taylor, who ran Sydney’s Festival Records, told a different version of Gordon’s meeting with Sinatra, a story that he insisted was related to him by Gordon himself. In this telling, Gordon made his way to Sinatra’s office in the Sands and bribed his minders so he could have a few minutes with ‘the boss’. Once inside Sinatra’s private domain, Gordon dropped to his knees and crawled along the floor to Sinatra, who was seated at his desk. ‘Please come to Australia,’ Gordon pleaded. ‘I need the money!’

			Once Sinatra stopped laughing, he asked, ‘How would you be able to pay me?’

			Thinking on his feet, Gordon replied: ‘I can’t give you anything but love, baby,’ quoting one of Sinatra’s songs.

			However it played out, Gordon came away from the meeting with Sinatra with an understanding. ‘If you promise never to drink again,’ Sinatra told him, ‘I’ll play four Sydney shows for nothing.’ It was an offer Lee Gordon couldn’t refuse. 

			Perhaps Sinatra was also feeling some guilt about his past treatment of the promoter. Gordon was insistent that deep down Sinatra was a decent human being, an opinion he shared with a reporter soon after his return from the USA. ‘I want people to know the sort of things Frank Sinatra does for his friends.’ In Ken Taylor’s version, Gordon agreed to buy Sinatra a block of land in Sydney. Gordon’s explanation was that the singer ‘asked for a little piece of Australia’ in exchange for his services, and Gordon readily obliged. Literally.

			On the paperwork he’d drawn up with Gordon for a possible tour, Sinatra made a note, writing: ‘I hope you know I’m only doing this to get you out of a spot.’

			However, the news from the Big Show office on Gordon’s return in January 1961 was bad. His drive-in restaurant at Taverners Hill was doing badly and after sinking about £60,000 into the venture Gordon was forced to sell it off to Fortune Advertising to cover outstanding debts. Max Moore said that the drive-in was ‘the most ridiculous thing that ever happened to him … Lee lost a lot of money in that deal’. As it turned out, Gordon was way ahead of his time once again. Australia’s original McDonald’s, the first in the Southern Hemisphere, wouldn’t open until December 1971, in the western Sydney suburb of Yagoona, and became a rip-roaring success.

			Gordon also had no choice but to sell Leedon Records, offloading it to Festival Records for a meagre £10,000 and ending his involvement in the recording business. (Although the Leedon label would continue operating as part of Festival until 1969; one of its first signings post-Gordon was the Bee Gees.) It had been a lively ride for Gordon and Leedon – with a lot of help from Heffernan and Max Moore, they’d had thirteen top 40 hits and had shaken up the recording industry, providing a start for a lot of local artists. But Gordon and Big Show badly needed a financial injection, so once again his hand was forced. And, as usual, there was a further problem, as Alan Heffernan pointed out: when Gordon made the deal with Festival, he’d ignored the fact that Heffernan ‘owned half of the record company’.

			The once tight bond between Gordon and Heffernan became even weaker.

			Max Moore, too, looked on with increasing concern as his boss’s fortunes sank further – it was estimated that he’d lost about £130,000 all up on Leedon and the drive-in. ‘The beginning of Lee’s end, in my opinion, came when he began diversifying into areas outside showbusiness,’ Moore told Bob Rogers. Moore felt that the drive-in had been a classic example of this; everything about it was wrong. ‘The place cost a fortune to build,’ he said, ‘and some American guy who was associated with him in the deal did a lot of peculiar things. The place had foundations that would’ve held a ten-storey building.’

			Gordon’s legal problems also continued upon his return. His name was back in the law notices, firstly in the ongoing case of Lee Gordon Records vs Sharon, which was heard in the Supreme Court in early February, and then again, a few weeks later, when a company named G.H. Talents and Co. sued Gordon’s drive-in restaurant company.

			Gordon had somehow managed to keep the good ship Big Show afloat, but he was struggling to attract star-studded line-ups. The few Big Shows that he promoted in 1961 were strictly mainstream affairs, featuring acts such as Duane Eddy and Bobby Rydell; there was none of the excitement of seeing rocker Bill Haley at his commercial peak, or Little Richard at his most unhinged.

			The Kingston Trio, who in February 1961 toured Australia for Gordon – or to be precise, Lee Gordon Concerts Inc USA – was a clean-cut outfit that emerged from the Bay Area of California, and their melodic rendition of the old folk ballad ‘Tom Dooley’ had been one of the most popular songs in America during 1958. It had also reached number 1 on the Australian charts. They were at the vanguard of what was known as the ‘folk-pop boom’, with such highly marketable acts as Peter, Paul and Mary set to follow in their wake. Posters for their Big Show captured the Kingstons at their wholesome best: the trio, in matching striped shirts and glowing tans, gently cradled their instruments and beamed warm, family-friendly smiles. Little Richard had nothing to worry about.

			In advance of their two-night stand at the Sydney Stadium on 17 and 18 February, Gordon promoted the Kingstons as ‘The World’s Greatest Vocal Group’. But critics weren’t thrilled. The Kingston Trio were crowd pleasers, not trailblazers, according to The Sydney Morning Herald, whose reviewer figured that these ‘banal folk singers … sang songs from all over the world in a light-hearted manner which at least captured the spirit – if not the sound – of folk music. The result is unexciting but pleasant.’

			A subsequent tour promoted by Gordon was notable mainly for a rare female headliner of a Big Show: Connie Francis. Like the Kingston Trio, Francis was another strictly commercial choice by Gordon. The 23-year-old New Jersey native (birth name Concetta Rosa Maria Franconero) was a former teen star who’d had great success in Australia with her singles ‘Lipstick on Your Collar’, ‘Mama’ and ‘Everybody’s Somebody’s Fool’.

			Alan Heffernan, who was juggling his own business with ongoing work for Gordon, believed that headlining Francis was a risk, and that Gordon ‘wasn’t sure how Australian audiences would react to Connie’. Gordon had witnessed how Johnny O’Keefe had blown American star Ricky Nelson clean off the stage – and he didn’t want a repeat performance. He understood that he needed to keep American performers on side or there’d be no future Big Shows. Accordingly, Gordon booked four international acts to pad out the Connie Francis bill for a run of shows that started in Melbourne on 25 April and ended at the Sydney Stadium four days later. Joining the tour was handsome Texan Donnie Brooks; Liberty Records star Bobby Vee, who’d had a huge hit with the song ‘Rubber Ball’; rockabilly firecracker Johnny Burnette; and instrumental outfit The Ventures (of ‘Walk Don’t Run’ renown).

			Once again there were money problems during the tour. Connie Francis’s father George was a large presence in her career – she had recorded her early hit ‘Who’s Sorry Now?’ on his recommendation – and he was also Connie’s tour manager. Before the first show at Melbourne’s Festival Hall, George confronted Heffernan, who was on the road with the troupe.

			‘Money up now,’ he said, ‘or Connie doesn’t go on stage.’

			It was like the Dizzy Gillespie ultimatum from the jazz festival all over again. Heffernan promised to resolve the issue when the tour reached the next stop, Adelaide, and the show went ahead. The next night, when again confronted by Francis’ father, Heffernan handed him a bank deposit slip, which he mistook for an actual cheque. Fortunately, when the ensemble reached Sydney, there were enough funds in the Big Show account to cover Francis’s fee. ‘Her dad didn’t know that he was carrying a worthless bit of paper,’ said a very relieved Heffernan.

			But the pressure of another Big Show struggling to cover its costs proved too much for Lee Gordon. After the Francis tour, he suffered yet another nervous breakdown and wound up in Mount Sinai Hospital in New York City. While convalescing, Gordon sent a message to Heffernan, asking that he keep the Big Show office open, but with only a skeleton crew, and do whatever he could to keep the remaining staff occupied. Gordon made it clear that he’d be back, but he had no idea when.

			***

			While Lee Gordon was hospitalised in New York, his business partner Art Schurgin had reached out to the Big Show staff in Sydney with an interesting tip. Dr Murray Banks was a fortyish professor of psychology at Long Island University and New York’s Pace University. The good doctor was widely regarded as the most dynamic public speaker currently on the circuit in America. He’d also recorded a series of slightly risqué spoken-word albums, including 1956’s What You Can Learn from the Kinsey Report and 1960’s Dr Murray Banks Speaks on the Drama of Sex – which could be purchased in Australia, with a little digging – and had spoken about his work all over America, the UK and South Africa. He maintained a fine line in self-deprecating humour, too; Banks’ standard punchline was, ‘Anyone who goes to a psychiatrist should have his head examined.’

			A lot of what the smooth-talking Dr Banks preached in his public appearances and on record would have resonated strongly with Lee Gordon, who was, in essence, a seeker: of thrills, of excitement, of an exceptional life. ‘Man has four basic wants,’ declared Banks. ‘He wants to live; he wants a feeling of importance; he wants someone to love him; and he wants a little variety.’ He could have been describing the very cornerstones of Lee Gordon’s world.

			Acting on Schurgin’s recommendation, Banks was booked on a three-week speaking tour of Australia during July 1961 for what would be a whole new type of Big Show, billed as ‘Psychology with Humour’. Dr Banks would criss-cross the country, from Sydney to Perth, Melbourne to Brisbane, Adelaide to Hobart and Launceston. His fee was £4500, with first-class airfares thrown in as part of the package. In Gordon’s absence, his friend Abe Saffron joined Alan Heffernan to welcome Banks on his arrival – Saffron had agreed to stump up any incidental money that the doctor might have needed while on tour. But, as Alan Heffernan would note, he was astonished when Dr Banks smiled and said that a per diem wasn’t necessary. ‘I won’t need any extra cash,’ said Banks. Heffernan had never heard that from a touring act before.

			It didn’t take long for Heffernan to understand exactly what Dr Banks was driving at. In Melbourne and Sydney, where his talks were well attended, Banks had been checking himself out of his suites at the cities’ more expensive hotels and locating cheaper digs, usually in the seedier parts of town. He’d then pocket the change. Banks had also been trading his first-class domestic fares for cheaper economy tickets, and again pocketing the difference. Dr Banks had brought with him thousands of copies of his books, which he signed and sold at his talks; the demand was so strong that a reprint was arranged while he was in Australia. ‘There was no provision for the promoter to share the book profits,’ observed an annoyed Heffernan, which meant even more money was making its way into the doctor’s pocket.

			Despite a good reaction on the mainland, Dr Banks didn’t prove too much of a drawcard when the tour reached the Apple Isle – barely 50 people fronted for his Hobart talk, while ticket sales for Launceston were even worse. In late July, the Dr Murray Banks roadshow stopped for a final appearance at the Palais in Melbourne, by which time tempers had become red hot. Banks confronted Heffernan and demanded to know why there weren’t any copies of his books available to be sold, even though there was no financial return for Big Show. ‘[My] patience with the doctor ran out,’ noted Heffernan, more than a little euphemistically. Strong words were exchanged.

			When they returned to Sydney, Heffernan arranged a behind-closed-doors chat in Lee Gordon’s office between the doctor and Abe Saffron, the notorious ‘Mr Sin’, who allegedly had cops, judges and politicians in his pocket and was a man best not crossed. ‘Abe was only too happy to accept the challenge,’ reported Heffernan with a rueful chuckle. Time passed and when Dr Banks and Saffron emerged from Gordon’s office they were beaming like old friends, according to onlookers. What was exchanged between the pair, however, was never made known.

		


		
			17.

			‘We kept telling ourselves that the next stop would be better. I was ruined.’

			Although Big Shows were scarce in 1961, Lee Gordon, once he’d recovered from his latest hospitalisation, had an ace up his sleeve: Frank Sinatra’s promise of four concerts. ‘We’re lucky to get Frankie,’ declared Gordon when details were announced of Sinatra’s shows at the Sydney Stadium in late November. ‘He makes only a couple of personal appearances a year – at The Sands, Las Vegas, and The Fontainebleau, Miami – that’s about all.’ As was his custom, the promoter didn’t hold back, running daily newspaper ads for the Sinatra concerts that declared: ‘Lee Gordon takes great pleasure in announcing the appearance IN PERSON of the World’s Most Famous Entertainer!’ Opening the shows would be Timi Yuro, ‘America’s latest singing sensation’, a soulful-voiced Liberty Records artist. Elvis Presley was a big fan of the singer from Chicago.

			Rather than waiving his fee, as he’d promised Gordon, Sinatra was actually paid £9000 for the four concerts and used the money to cover some of the costs of the Rat Pack he had travelling with him. The story broke a few days before his first show: ‘Frank Sinatra spends his Sydney “wages” on a tour for seven close friends … All the guests are wealthy people themselves,’ revealed The Sydney Morning Herald.

			And it was quite the entourage rolling with Ol’ Blue Eyes. There was ‘Prince’ Mike Romanoff, the son of a Brooklyn tailor who ran the renowned Beverly Hills eatery Romanoff’s and passed himself off as Russian royalty. Sinatra’s valet, George Jacobs, was among the party, along with casino operator Jack Entratter, who Lee Gordon knew well from the Sands in Las Vegas. There was also Leo ‘the Lip’ Durocher, who’d managed baseball teams the New York Giants and the Brooklyn Dodgers. (Durocher popularised the term, ‘Nice guys finish last.’) Johnny Rizzo, a former Major League baseballer, was another member of what reporters were calling ‘Sinatra’s circus’, as was the singer’s new partner, actress Dorothy Provine, who was currently starring in TV drama The Roaring 20’s. (She was almost twenty years younger than Sinatra.) The gang was travelling first class from LAX; airfares alone came to £5000, while the suites set aside for Sinatra and his crew at the Chevron Hilton in Sydney ran to at least £45 per day.

			Almost all the talk about the Sinatra tour focused on its expense, an interesting irony given that it was intended to be a freebie, a gift by the singer to Gordon for weaning himself off the bottle. (Which Gordon was trying to do, promising to donate money to alcoholism research and therapy ‘when I get back on top’.) A Sydney Morning Herald report estimated Sinatra’s annual income to be £2 million and that he earned about £30 for every minute that he was on stage. In the same article, mention was made that Sinatra and his ‘circus’ had plans to enjoy expensive stopovers on their return journey to the States, in Hong Kong and Tokyo, which would cost some £2000. Much of it was on Lee Gordon’s dime; after all, Sinatra’s generosity only stretched so far.

			Gordon, however, didn’t mention any of this when asked about the tour. ‘Frankie might even lose money on this trip,’ he insisted, ‘but that’s the kind of generous guy he is.’ The truth was that Gordon needed to borrow funds from Abe Saffron to keep the show on the road, even though the tickets for the four Sinatra concerts sold out in a heartbeat.

			This time around, the singer played nice with the press. Sinatra ‘good naturedly’ answered questions at a Sydney press conference, reported the Herald. He even greeted fans outside the stadium when he arrived for his first show, stopping to sign autographs. Just one injury was reported – a ‘swooning girl’ injured her ankle and was carried away by an ambulanceman.

			Reviews of Sinatra’s lengthy shows – he performed 35 songs in each concert – were upbeat. ‘Politeness is not a quality one has learned to expect from this personality; none the less both his performance and behaviour were worthy of a potential President,’ figured one critic. Sinatra’s opening act, Timi Yuro was, according to the reviewer, a ‘diminutive red-hot momma. Perhaps she was chosen as the antithesis of Mr Sinatra’s sophisticated control.’ (Yuro would be nominated for 1962’s Best New Artist Grammy.)

			While Gordon’s business may have been on the skids, he hadn’t lost his sense of humour. After a particularly well received concert, Gordon sat in the back of a limo with Sinatra, wondering what he could say to the man after such a great concert as they returned to the Hilton. ‘That was pretty good,’ Gordon managed, suppressing a grin, ‘but don’t you think you should learn to play a musical instrument?’

			Sinatra didn’t say anything, but he did offer Gordon a rare smile.

			As the singer said his goodbyes to Gordon after the final show on 29 November, he looked the promoter in the eye and said: ‘Well, this is it. Keep your nose clean, Charlie.’ They’d been through a lot together. But their journey was over. They’d never see each other again.

			***

			Struggling to stay in business, Lee Gordon was about to shake up his company. On the last night of the Sinatra tour, Gordon and Abe Saffron had met with Alan Heffernan. Gordon had with him the original contract that he and Heffernan had negotiated back in 1954, when the accountant chucked in his suburban practice. During their discussion, Gordon reminded Heffernan that the company owed Saffron £30,000 and asked that Heffernan pay him that amount – plus £2000, a month’s worth of interest – from the Big Show account, purely to keep the company running. Gordon also asked Heffernan – much to his surprise – to resign from the company and sell his interest in Big Show to Saffron. Gordon offered Heffernan an ongoing role but at less money, another sign that Big Show was in big trouble.

			Heffernan, by his own admission, had experienced the occasional ‘head-on collision’ with Gordon over business matters; he’d even tendered his resignation a few times (only to withdraw it when tempers cooled). But this was different. He agreed to the terms and said he’d continue helping Gordon and Big Show but insisted that he be paid at least £3000 for each production he worked on. 

			Lee Gordon, meanwhile, ordered a brand-new Ford Galaxy for Saffron, which was delivered to him directly from the showroom. Its licence plate read ABE 1.

			Heffernan was convinced that Gordon’s erratic behaviour was due to his continued use of pot and ‘his unwillingness to give it up’. He could see that Gordon had come to rely more and more on Saffron, and his mental health ‘would need the propping up that Abe was able to provide’. Gordon and Saffron had grown tight, Heffernan observed; they’d ‘become firm friends’.

			It was a new day at Big Show: Abe Saffron was in, while Alan Heffernan, after a wild ride of almost a decade, was now on the outer.

			***

			With all his business problems still simmering in the background, Lee Gordon had another Big Show to promote, and he was determined to go all out. He even made a rare public appearance – on TV’s Bandstand, in collar and tie, chatting awkwardly with host Brian Henderson – to talk up his first production of 1962, a show that promoted a dance craze called the Twist. The headliner would be Chubby Checker, who’d been on a 1961 Big Show bill with Bobby Rydell, who’d also be returning, along with Del Shannon, the man behind the distinctive hits ‘Runaway’ and ‘Hats Off to Larry’. (A true American original, Shannon was out of place on what was essentially a cash-in tour.) Gordon also booked New York Twist ‘experts’ Diane (Hilton) and the Peppermints.

			So, what exactly was the Twist? ‘I consider the Twist a sport,’ said the twenty-year-old Checker, who in his pre-Twist life was Ernie Evans, a shoeshine boy and sometime employee of Fresh Farm Poultry in South Philadelphia, where he’d been raised in the projects. (US TV host Dick Clark had suggested he use the stage name ‘Chubby’, his schoolyard nickname, while Clark’s wife Barbara had come up with ‘Checker’, a nod to Fats Domino, one of the singer’s heroes.)

			By the time of his Australian tour in January 1962, Checker had already ridden the Twist craze all the way to the bank. He’d recorded his first single, ‘The Twist’, in August 1960, which became a worldwide number 1 hit, selling 1.5 million copies. He swiftly followed this with ‘Let’s Twist Again’ in June 1961, which reached number 8 in the US. Not surprisingly, Checker was crowned the King of the Twist, a tag that was both a blessing and a curse.

			When he reached Brisbane for his opening show on 13 January, Checker was also on the big screen, starring in – you guessed it – a film called Twist Around the Clock, a remake of the Bill Haley vehicle Rock Around the Clock. Another Checker film, Don’t Knock the Twist, was currently awaiting release.

			Also on the Twist bill was Lee Gordon’s latest discovery, a teenager named Sammy Gaha, who’d started out playing Sydney clubs doing impressions of Frankie Laine and Louis Armstrong. Gordon caught Gaha’s act at a Kings Cross venue called the Afro-Cuban, which was operated by Bill Vayda, another player in the city’s late-night entertainment scene.

			Gordon liked what he saw and invited Gaha to his office in Rushcutters Bay. When Gaha arrived, Gordon presented him with a challenge. He told Gaha to go away for fifteen minutes, by which time he should have figured out what percentage he should pay Gordon if he became his manager. Gaha was a bit bewildered as he had a coffee with his brother Tony, who was waiting outside.

			‘What should I say?’ Gaha asked.

			‘Tell him nothing,’ replied his brother, a musician who played in the Leeman, Lonnie Lee’s backing band. ‘Zero.’

			Gaha wasn’t so sure, but he returned to Gordon’s office and repeated what his brother had told him.

			‘Good,’ Gordon replied, clearly taken by his cheek. ‘Come and sign this contract.’

			‘He was a great man, Lee Gordon,’ said Gaha. ‘A very smart man, very smart.’ The deal was done. Lee Gordon wasn’t always about the money, clearly.

			While rehearsing for the Chubby Checker tour, Gordon had a word to his new charge.

			‘You know the song “Waltzing Matilda”?’ he asked.

			‘Yes, of course,’ Gaha replied.

			‘I want you to try singing “Twisting Matilda”,’ said Gordon.

			Gordon was so impressed by the result that he insisted Gaha perform it on the tour. During opening night, however, Gaha feared that the song was too corny, and he left it out of his brief set. Gordon was incensed and grabbed him as he came off stage.

			‘Next time,’ he demanded, ‘when I tell you to do something, do it!’

			When Gaha performed it at the following show, the crowd loved it. ‘Twisting Matilda’ was a keeper.

			***

			Lee Gordon had done his groundwork well for the Twist extravaganza. In the weeks preceding the tour, he’d booked New Yorkers Diane and the Peppermints to also perform in a short-lived club that he opened in Sydney’s Goulburn Street called the Peppermint Lounge, which Gordon proudly promoted as ‘the first Twist lounge in the Southern Hemisphere’. Gordon ‘borrowed’ the club’s name from a popular New York venue, where Paramount Pictures had shot the 1961 movie Hey, Let’s Twist! and where Chubby Checker had performed.

			‘Beware of imitations,’ read an ad for the Peppermint Lounge, ‘this is the genuine Twist.’

			The Peppermint Lounge quickly became all the rage for Sydneysiders, as 2GB DJ John Laws declared in his newspaper column, ‘That’s Music’. ‘Some of the leading names in Sydney society gave forth uninhibited displays of the new world-wide dance craze,’ Laws reported after a big night at the Peppermint Lounge. Gordon had reached out to Sydney’s A-list and among the throng at the club, Laws reported, were ‘Mademoiselle Simoens, Consul for Belgium’, ‘Mrs T.N. Tien, wife of the Consul-General for China’ and other members of the city’s elite. Also in attendance at the club was Sabrina – real name Norma Sykes – a stunning 25-year-old model/actress, Britain’s answer to such ‘blonde bombshells’ as Jayne Mansfield and Marilyn Monroe. Gordon had flown her out to appear exclusively at the club. He paid Sabrina £1000 and put her up in a penthouse at the Chevron Hilton, appointing Peter Freeman, Gordon’s aide-de-camp, as Sabrina’s minder during her stay in the country.

			When Chubby Checker and the other acts reached the country, Australia was in the grip of a Twist frenzy, resulting in massive concert ticket sales. Gordon’s timing was perfect and the tour was a big hit – it was Lee Gordon’s last hurrah. Checker shifted 26,000 tickets in Melbourne, while matinee shows were added in Sydney and Brisbane as the country went Twist-crazy. Radio stations such as Melbourne’s 3AW organised Twist demonstrations and lessons for lunchtime crowds, much like flash mobs for the early 1960s set. GTV-9 filmed one of Checker’s Melbourne shows for a TV special, while Gordon and Checker posed for the press wearing matching checked ‘Twist’ outfits. Gordon’s tour budget of £24,000 was well spent. ‘It made a bundle,’ recalled Max Moore.

			Yet despite the runaway success of the tour, Gordon’s business remained a mess. The tour was actually presented by Perrin Productions Pty Ltd, which would turn out to be a bankrupt company owned by Abe Saffron. Gordon wasn’t aware of this at the time, but many of the businesses who’d provided services for the Twist tour weren’t paid. The result, as Alan Heffernan noted, was brutal. ‘Lee’s showbusiness reputation was left in tatters.’

			***

			Lee Gordon needed to get away from Australia and he decided to try to replicate the box-office success of Chubby Checker in the US. Travelling with Gordon was his new partner, Arlene Ursula Topfer, a twenty-year-showgirl from Goondiwindi in Queensland, who he had met in Acapulco. They fell hard for each other and, after taking in the bullfights in Mexico, they checked into the US$200-a-night presidential suite in the Beverly Hilton Hotel while Gordon put together the pieces of Checker’s US tour, which he launched with a press conference at the upmarket LA hotel. (‘There is nothing like putting on a front,’ Gordon admitted, when asked why he’d chosen the Beverly Hilton.) Checker would undertake a 30-day, 30-city, coast-to-coast Twist blitz, featuring a cast of 180 dancers on stage. Lee Gordon was convinced that it would be a sure-fire money-maker.

			But the tour was a disaster. The Twist may have been a novelty in Australia but in America it was old news – it seemed as though the novelty was fading fast. ‘It was the teenage rage in June 1960,’ sniffed The Daily Olympian, a Washington newspaper. ‘Today it’s as dead as Marcus Aurelius.’ The charts were clogged with Twist-themed songs: There was ‘Twistin’ U.S.A.’ by Danny and the Juniors, Jo Ann Campbell’s ‘Mama Don’t Want No Twistin’’ and Checker’s own ‘Let’s Twist Again’, ‘Twist It Up’ and ‘Slow Twistin’’. Even The Chipmunks got in on the action with 1962’s ‘The Alvin Twist’, while soul great Sam Cooke cut ‘Twistin’ the Night Away’. Bill Haley tried to revive his flagging career with 1962’s Twist LP (it didn’t work). The Twist was everywhere – at the movies, on the radio, on TV, in the papers – and it proved to be simply too much. The market was oversaturated. No one came to Lee Gordon’s shows.

			Gordon had organised a big splash for the final date of the tour in New York, but that too was a bust. ‘We kept telling ourselves that the next stop would be better,’ he said, but there were more people on stage than in the audience when the tour finally limped into the Big Apple. ‘I was ruined,’ said Gordon. He’d now drained his American bank account, as well as his Australian resources. ‘Lee lost a fortune,’ wrote Alan Heffernan, ‘and he returned to Australia financially destitute.’ Gordon’s spirit was broken, too.

			As for Chubby Checker, he would continue to record charting songs until the mid-1960s, but his career, like so many of his peers, would be swept aside by the rise of The Beatles and the so-called British Invasion. Just like the Twist, and most probably Lee Gordon, Checker’s time in the spotlight was up.

		


		
			18.

			‘Lenny Bruce has accused me of doing the equivalent of booking Hermann Goering at a Jewish charity dance.’

			During his time away from Australia in early 1962, Lee Gordon married Arlene Topfer, in Hawaii, with Frank Sinatra as his best man – or so he said. But no documentation exists to back this up, nor did Sinatra ever make mention of being Gordon’s best man (none of his biographers made mention of it, either). And Sinatra had been in New York on the set of his latest film, The Manchurian Candidate, for much of the early part of 1962.

			However, when Gordon returned to Australia on 29 April 1962, for a series of Johnnie Ray shows at the Sydney Hilton’s Silver Spade room – there was no cover charge, a stark indicator of the singer’s decline – he indicated on his travel documents that he was in fact married. Topfer was pregnant with their first child, a girl they’d name Jenny, who would be born in mid-October. A few weeks prior to her birth, on 25 September, Gordon and Topfer tied the knot (perhaps for the second time) at the Registrar General’s Office in Sydney.

			By then, Gordon was still reeling from the after-effects of what would be the most disastrous tour of his career as a promoter, which was really saying something: a chaotic visit by button-pushing Jewish-American comic Lenny Bruce. Like Lee Gordon, the 36-year-old New Yorker Bruce was a true original. And again, like Gordon, Bruce was on the verge of bankruptcy, struggling to keep his career together after a string of controversies.

			Born Leonard Alfred Schneider, Bruce rarely saw his father, a shoe salesman, however his mother Sadie was a stage performer and a big influence on her son. Bruce began his career in stand-up after a stint as a merchant marine; he signed on at sixteen, in 1942, and was given a discharge three years later, having convinced his ship’s doctor that he was having ‘homosexual urges’. Bruce’s first professional gig earned him US$12 and a free spaghetti dinner.

			Over time, he graduated from impressions of such movie stars as James Cagney and Humphrey Bogart to satirical routines and razor-sharp insights on hot-button topics: religion, abortion, drugs, sex, politics, patriotism and more. Bruce relocated to the US west coast and recorded a series of provocative albums that resulted in him being labelled a ‘sick comic’, equally reviled and revered. He was one of the first stand-ups to use the word ‘fuck’ in his act.

			In some ways, Bruce’s comic style matched Gordon’s approach to promotion: he was hip and edgy, a fast talker – and he was a man ahead of his time. Like Lee Gordon, Bruce was drawn to showgirls, marrying Harriett Jolliff, a Baltimore stripper who used the stage name Honey Harlow, in 1951. ‘I’m a lot into the physical,’ Bruce admitted. ‘With me, first attraction is never intellectual.’ They had a daughter named Kitty in 1955 but divorced soon after.

			Controversy followed Bruce like a dark cloud; he was arrested on stage in October 1961 and charged with obscenity after using the word ‘cocksucker’ in his act. (He would eventually be acquitted.) Bruce was arrested again soon after, this time for drug possession. (Once more he was acquitted, and the trial judge was later dismissed from the bench.) His act was considered obscene by lawmakers and enforcers; police often outnumbered fans at his shows. ‘I’m not a comedian and I’m not sick,’ countered Bruce. ‘The world is sick and I’m the doctor.’ Clubs black-banned him, likewise TV networks. Bruce developed a drug addiction, first speed and then later heroin.

			By the time Lee Gordon booked him for an Australian tour in late 1962, Bruce was a marked man. He had just been deported from England for the sake of ‘public interest’ after a stint at London club The Establishment. None of this mattered to Lee Gordon; if anything, he was revelling in the controversy. ‘After bringing 471 American entertainers to Australia,’ he announced in September, ‘I now deviate with Lenny Bruce.’ Gordon spoke with Sydney DJ Bob Rogers about the American moralist-cum-comic: ‘You can forget rock and roll,’ he said. ‘This man is going to set Sydney on its ear.’

			Lee Gordon proved to be correct, but not in the way he’d predicted. The one thing that Gordon did get right was his promise that Bruce’s Sydney engagement was ‘limited’. Very limited, as it turned out.

			Gordon ran a series of larger-than-normal promos for Bruce’s shows, which would be staged over two weeks at Aarons Exchange Hotel in Pitt Street during early September 1962 – Bruce’s act wasn’t right for larger venues like the Sydney Stadium. The ads cited quotes about Bruce from Frank Sinatra (‘great’) along with The Milwaukee Journal (‘should be run out of town’) and Newsweek (‘sickest of sick’). ‘Don’t bring your maiden aunt,’ warned another publication. ‘Lenny Bruce is a blood bath,’ observed The Observer, which credited Bruce as being ‘the most original, free-speaking, wild-thinking gymnast of language’ its reviewer had ever witnessed. Gordon also placed a full-page ad in fortnightly The Nation, trying to entice liberal-minded readers to sample the ‘message’ of Lenny Bruce at Aarons. Gordon signed his ad with an optimistic: ‘Yours for a new era in showbusiness.’

			There was no doubt that someone as controversial and outspoken as Bruce was set to shake up the entertainment scene in Sydney: his competition, such as it was, included a staging of C.J. Dennis’s The Sentimental Bloke at the Theatre Royal, and the ‘musical comedy riot’ Once Upon a Mattress at the Palace Theatre. Lenny Bruce was a world apart from these mainstream attractions; he may as well have come from a different planet altogether. Alan Heffernan, who’d just opened the Playboy Club in Sydney and was looking on from the sidelines, sensed a problem straightaway: ‘Lee wasn’t much better mentally than Lenny Bruce, who was also in mental decline.’ Heffernan believed that Gordon knew his time as a promoter was up and he’d decided to stage the most outrageous swansong he could muster. And if this was going to be Lee Gordon’s final ‘fuck you’, then Lenny Bruce fitted the bill perfectly.

			Bruce’s residency began with two shows on 5 September, the first at 9 p.m., the second at 11 p.m. Gordon made sure to fill the room, inviting the usual assortment of local VIPs, media and showbiz folk. Bruce’s first set went off without a hitch, but things turned weird during his late-night show. In the audience was actress Barbara Wyndon, who was appearing in Once Upon a Mattress at the Palace. After a few random heckles from the audience, it was Wyndon who shouted directly at Bruce.

			‘Project your voice!’ she demanded, rising to her feet. ‘Give us something new.’

			Bruce stopped his act and spoke directly to her: ‘What do you want to hear about America?’ he asked.

			‘Nothing,’ replied Wyndon.

			‘Fuck you, madam,’ Bruce snapped back, and after a beat he got back to work.

			At least four women in the audience, according to subsequent reports, walked out. ‘They said they could not stomach his dirty language,’ quoted a Daily Mirror journalist.

			The next day, all hell broke loose in the press. ‘Sick joke made audience ill’, reported the Daily Mirror, which ran a photo of what they believed to be Bruce giving a Nazi salute. (He denied that was correct.) ‘Disgusted by “sick” jokes, four women walk out,’ was The Sun’s lead. Gordon was called to an emergency meeting with lawyers and the licensee of Aarons, Nicholas Devery, who said that he was ‘shocked and disgusted’ by Bruce’s act. ‘The humour was not sick,’ he told a reporter, ‘it was naked. Until then I was not aware of the severity of his humour. I thought he was a philosopher and satirist.’ All of Bruce’s bookings at Aarons were cancelled. Inspector J. Ferguson, the chief of the CIB Vice Squad, said that police would be closely monitoring any future Sydney performances by Bruce.

			That would only be possible, of course, if Bruce had future performances to give. Students from the University of New South Wales and the University of Sydney rallied and tried to organise Bruce shows, but authorities at both campuses shut down their efforts. Richard Neville, who edited the UNSW newspaper Tharunka, suspected that the warden of the university, who cancelled the show, had been warned off Bruce by certain people of influence. ‘I feel, as many others do,’ Neville said, ‘that the warden’s arm has been twisted.’

			A planned TV interview with Bruce for an ABC program called People was also canned. A spokesperson for the network simply said that Bruce had been considered for the program ‘but we decided against it’. Bruce had given his word that he wouldn’t swear on air and was willing to pre-record the interview and allow it to be censored, if deemed necessary, but still he was dumped. He declined to speak with the press about the cancellation – or about anything, for that matter.

			The comic holed up in a Kings Cross hotel during his visit, rarely leaving his room. He left a note at the reception desk that read: ‘No 7. Mr Bruce. Screen all calls. Do not accept any calls from newspapers.’ Hotel staff dubbed him ‘the mushroom man’. But Bruce did befriend Tina Date, a local folk singer who’d one day host a program on Sydney radio station 2JJ. She introduced him to Dr Rocky Meyers, a member of the left-wing group the ‘Sydney Push’, who helped Bruce obtain prescription drugs during his stay.

			All this drama led to conflict between Gordon and Bruce. The comic had expected to be paid a bond for the tour, which would offset cancellations such as these, but Gordon insisted that he’d offered Bruce a profit-share arrangement from his completed shows. (A figure of US$2000 per week was later cited in Benito Di Fonzo’s play Lenny Bruce: 13 Daze Un-Dug in Sydney, 1962.) Gordon wrote a letter to the Herald that was published on 15 September: ‘Lenny Bruce has accused me, by bringing him to Australia, of doing the equivalent of booking Hermann Goering at a Jewish charity dance.’ Despite the calamities of the tour, Gordon – who was also Jewish – had somehow clung onto his pitch-black sense of humour.

			Bruce did get to perform at the Wintergarden, an old Rose Bay cinema, on 14 September and drew about 200 people to a show that was promoted as ‘For Free Thinkers Only’. Bruce’s performance was described by those who caught his act as ‘subdued’. That was hardly surprising, given the number of police present in the audience; they were expecting Bruce – who arrived an hour late – to utter the one expletive that would have him shut down. (A recording of this show turned up in 2011 and is now kept with Bruce’s estate. Its source remains unknown.)

			Lenny Bruce left Australia, after a tumultuous thirteen days in the country, without as much as a goodbye to Lee Gordon, who, to his credit, had risked the final shreds of his credibility to bring him to Australia. Bruce never went on the record about his experiences, nor did he document his travails in his 1965 memoir, How To Talk Dirty and Influence People. But acclaimed writer and Push member Richard Neville, who’d tried (and failed) to organise Bruce’s show at the University of New South Wales, summed up the tour very clearly: ‘The main impact was to alert young people to the fact that a lot of dickheads running the country wanted to keep the 50s going forever. Unorthodox views were not welcomed in Oz … Bruce relished the raw truth.’

			Two weeks after his return, Bruce was busted in Los Angeles with half a gram of heroin. He’d die on 3 August 1966, from an overdose, at 40 years old.

			***

			Max Moore, like Alan Heffernan, had also jumped the Big Show ship and was now working almost exclusively with Col Joye’s brother and partner Kevin Jacobsen, promoting gigs. So, he was surprised to get a call from Gordon in December 1962. Gordon told him that he was in Surfers Paradise, where he sometimes hid away when he needed a break. Gordon occasionally stayed at the Gold Coast home of Paula Stafford, Australia’s leading swimwear and leisure wear designer. With a little help from Gordon, visiting stars such as Stan Freberg and Sammy Davis Jr had become clients of Stafford.

			Gordon knew that Moore was close with Col Joye and asked if he’d be willing to come up to Queensland and help him scout venues for a run of possible Christmas shows for the popular singer. Joye was now a big star due to his regular appearances on Bandstand and a string of local number 1 hits, including ‘Bye Bye Baby’ and ‘Oh Yeah Uh Huh’ – and Joye, of course, had gotten his start on Lee Gordon’s Big Shows at the Sydney Stadium. Surely, Gordon figured, Joye would repay him by agreeing to his request.

			Gordon collected Moore at Coolangatta airport driving a beaten-up station wagon. Moore was shocked: he’d never known Gordon to take the wheel, let alone be seen in such a rundown car. It was clear that he was on the skids. Things got even worse when Gordon showed Moore the location that he thought would be ideal for what he envisaged to be a two-week run of Joye concerts. It was a disused suburban lock-up owned by a local named Ted. The owner’s beloved pets – rabbits, a variety of birds – were still in cages inside the garage, and the place was a wreck; windows were broken, mess was strewn all over the floor. It simply wasn’t the place to host a rock-and-roll show, but Gordon was desperate.

			‘I’m destitute,’ he admitted to Moore. ‘I need some help.’

			While Moore felt a great deal of sympathy for his former boss, he just couldn’t see how the shows could take place. It was impossible; everything about Gordon’s plan was wrong and Moore told him this as they drove to the airport.

			But Moore was stunned when Kevin Jacobsen spoke with him on his return to Sydney.

			‘Lee Gordon called. He said he’d kill himself if the gig doesn’t go ahead.’

			Moore felt compelled to proceed but decided that it would be strictly a Joy Boys gig; there’d be no Col Joye, just his band. A very young Bee Gees opened a few of the shows.

			Lee Gordon tracked down some members of the Joye party at a Surfers Paradise beer garden one afternoon during the two-week run. They struggled to recognise Gordon, who was hidden behind a bad wig and dark glasses. He didn’t mention why he’d chosen to dress in disguise. ‘How are we doing down there?’ Gordon asked, referring to the shows. ‘Can you tell Max I’ll meet him at midnight at the site?’

			After that night’s gig, Gordon arrived as promised. ‘Did we make any money?’ he asked Moore.

			‘Lee,’ Moore replied, ‘I’m sorry. No.’

			Moore explained that it had been a disaster. After each show they’d needed to flush out the room with a high-pressure hose; the place was filthy. There’d been a huge rainstorm and water had poured through the roof, flooding everyone and everything inside the garage. And Moore had been besieged by people who’d helped with the shows – they were all holding unpaid IOUs from Gordon. The shows had bled money and there was simply no way to pay these people.

			Moore had a confession for Gordon: he told him that he wished that he could rewind time to the nights when he and Alan Heffernan had stashed away bags of Big Show cash in the vault at Martin Place. ‘I should have put a few bags in a separate vault for you, Lee.’

			Gordon didn’t seem too affected by this. ‘Righto,’ he said with a shrug, as he headed for the door. ‘I’ll see you.’

		


		
			19.

			‘I am like a kid on a seesaw, with fortune on one end.’

			In the wake of the Lenny Bruce and Joy Boys debacles, Lee Gordon somehow stumbled on. But his glory days of the Big Shows were well and truly in the past. He went back to Sydney and, working in collaboration with his wife Arlene, put together a drag show. Gordon opened the Jewel Box Revue in Kings Cross, a forerunner to the legendary Les Girls – yet again Gordon was ahead of the curve. Gordon dreamed big, envisaging Sydney’s answer to the legendary Copacabana. Maybe he could turn around his career, his life.

			Those close to him, such as Max Moore, believed that Gordon was at his peak at times like these, when he was running on fumes. ‘He used to do his best work when he had no money,’ Moore told Bob Rogers. ‘He hated having money … he was beatnik at heart. He had very few possessions.’ But time was slipping away for Lee Gordon.

			The star of the show at the Jewel Box Revue would, in time, become a Sydney legend. Born in working-class Balmain in September 1943, Carol Byron – who was assigned the male gender at birth and the name Richard – was the victim of childhood abuse. (‘I was glad she got rid of the mongrel,’ Carol said when her mother finally divorced her stepfather. ‘She was better off without him.’) Richard left school at fifteen and found work dressing mannequins in the shopfront of the David Jones department store in the CBD.

			At the age of seventeen, Richard transformed into Carol and began living as a woman. Once, when arrested for cross-dressing and ‘offensive behaviour’, Carol confronted the judge in a style that Lenny Bruce would have found hard to top.

			She asked the judge what offensive behaviour she had committed.

			‘Dressing as a woman,’ replied the judge.

			‘You’re the one wearing a wig and robe,’ Carol replied.

			The case was thrown out of court.

			Carol soon became Carlotta – adopting her name from the nineteenth-century Empress Carlota of Mexico, allegedly – and found work as a performer at Gordon’s Jewel Box as a singer, comedian and compere. Always dressed in the most glamorous outfits, Carlotta was a vision in feathers and glitter and beads. Carlotta’s fellow performer at the Jewel Box went by the name Lombard. They were ‘at least the equal of anything I have seen in similar revues in America and Europe’, boasted Gordon. He’d somehow managed to scrape together £6000 to acquire the rights to the documentary film European Nights, a visual tour of the continent’s exotic nightlife, which he’d screen as part of the Jewel Box’s floorshow. It was all very ritzy and sophisticated – to date, Gordon had invested something like £20,000 into the venue. But Gordon was in over his head and called Alan Heffernan, who was in Melbourne promoting a Johnny O’Keefe tour.

			‘I need you here,’ said Gordon, who sounded to Heffernan as though he was a mess. Heffernan feared that Gordon might be suicidal.

			‘I’ll fly in tomorrow, Lee,’ he assured his former boss. ‘Don’t do anything stupid.’

			Heffernan found out that the Jewel Box was in terrible financial shape. Gordon had ‘comped’ all the diners, providing free meals. The musicians hadn’t been paid, so they refused to perform. There’d recently been a police raid, and licensing problems, so no booze was available. And, just as he’d had problems with his Greek neighbours when he operated the Primitif, Gordon was having trouble with the site of the Jewel Box, which was located above a milk bar on Darlinghurst Road. ‘It was simply the wrong place,’ said Alan Heffernan.

			Heffernan knew what had to be done, as tough as it was: in late 1962, he put the Jewel Box, Lee Gordon Big Shows and Lee Gordon Restaurants into voluntary liquidation. ‘We’d run out of steam,’ Heffernan wrote.

			A return tour by Chubby Checker (now billed as ‘Mr Limbo Rock’), in January 1963, was a flop, closing after one-night stands in Melbourne, Brisbane and Sydney. It only went ahead because Gordon had convinced Dave Blank, the publican of the Gold Coast Hotel in Burleigh Heads, to finance the tour, and the inclusion of Johnny O’Keefe and Sammy Gaha did nothing to boost sales. ‘Lee was grasping at straws,’ said Alan Heffernan. Ticket sales didn’t come close to covering the tour’s expenses.

			By 1963, the Jewel Box had been usurped by Les Girls, a cabaret operated by Sammy Lee and his business partner, Reg Boom, in a building owned by Abe Saffron, who’d stopped backing any of Gordon’s endeavours. Sammy Lee had enticed all of Gordon’s staff and performers to shift across to his venue, and Les Girls became a Kings Cross institution for the next 30 years, known globally as ‘Australia’s greatest all-male revue’. Lee Gordon, to his credit, continued to help Carlotta with her career and soon enough she was known as ‘the Queen of the Cross’.

			Gordon was surprisingly sanguine about the collapse of his empire. ‘I bear no grudges,’ he told journalist Bruce Smee not long after Heffernan’s mercy killing. ‘Certainly I paid out a fortune to my artists. In return I made a fortune. It was not their fault that in turn I lost my money.’

			Gordon even managed a laugh at the ridiculousness of showbusiness, a world where ‘a popular vocalist earns 50 times as much each week as a schoolteacher … I believe that capitalism is not functioning properly.’ Gordon, whose business had turned over something like £9 million since 1954, shuttered the Rushcutters Bay office and rented temporary premises in William Street. It was the end of an era.

			***

			Lee Gordon’s situation was dire, but he hadn’t quite given up yet. In late 1962, he’d filed papers applying for Australian citizenship, so it was clear that he intended to remain in the country that had brought him both fame and a certain amount of infamy. He also had a family to care for, a new responsibility for the former playboy, the man with a white coffin in the corner of his lounge room and more stamps on his passport than an airline pilot.

			But, with his next venture, once again he was slightly ahead of the pack. In 1963 Gordon opened what he called the ‘Sound Lounge’, a precursor to the hugely popular discotheque Whisky a Go Go, which would establish itself on the same site a few years later. The Sound Lounge didn’t last long – according to Lee Dillow, who worked behind the scenes with Gordon both there and at the Jewel Box, it was a particularly rough venue, the scene of numerous stabbings. The Sound Lounge was Lee Gordon’s last Sydney enterprise.

			In early 1963, Gordon sat down with journalist Bruce Smee for an extended series of interviews about his life and his career. Their plan was to co-write Gordon’s memoirs, which he intended to call, with typical wit, I Want My Money Back.

			Lee Gordon was 40 years old. He was still living at the same Point Piper waterfront apartment where he’d been during much of his time in Sydney, with Arlene (who was pregnant) and their daughter Jenny Lee, who was now five months old. But times were tough; bills were left unpaid. During February Gordon had issued a writ of £30,000 in damages against F.N. Enterprises Pty Ltd and its owner Ferdinand Nemeth, a Kings Cross club owner. According to a newspaper report, ‘the writ does not disclose the cause of action’. (By 1964, Nemeth was operating his own Sound Lounge in Kings Cross. He said that the idea came to him while visiting Japan and made no mention of Lee Gordon or his original Sound Lounge.)

			But Gordon remained optimistic; he predicted that he would make a comeback. ‘I’ve always managed to get back on top again,’ he insisted when he spoke with Smee. ‘I am like a kid on a seesaw, with fortune on one end.’

			The book never happened; instead, Smee’s series of articles – titled ‘Lee Gordon tells all’ – ran across several issues of the popular Everybody’s magazine in April and May 1963. Reading like a post-mortem – except that the subject was still very much alive – it was billed as ‘the fascinating biography of a man who for nine years was the king of Australian show business’. The opening excerpt – ‘the first full and amazingly frank account’ – ran accompanied by a photo of a smiling Gordon, a lit cigarette dangling from his fingers, standing outside the Jewel Box Revue. Face to face, Gordon was a ‘softly spoken man’, noted Smee, whose life was ‘crowded with more glamour, sensations, victories and defeats than the average person would encounter in two lifetimes’.

			Gordon, who’d always been wary of the press, was surprisingly open with Smee. Nothing, it seemed, was off limits, even his current precarious financial state. Smee wrote how Gordon had once lived the high life – ‘the Chevron Hilton’s 20-guineas-a-day penthouse, for example’ – but right now couldn’t even pay his phone bill. The irony wasn’t lost on Gordon; he estimated that since setting up shop he’d paid the Postmaster-General’s Department £141,000 for international calls, yet he didn’t currently have a telephone line. And Gordon insisted that the problem wasn’t of his making; it had been disconnected ‘because I would not pay the bill one of my artists ran up’.

			‘Sure, sometimes I get a little sad,’ Gordon admitted, when asked if he missed the high-flying days of his Big Shows. But he now had other distractions. As he spoke with Smee, Gordon’s daughter was nearby. ‘The baby needs her sun kicks,’ said Gordon, as he excused himself and took Jenny Lee Gordon outside to play.

			On his return, Gordon acted as tour guide, steering Smee through the many pit stops he’d taken on the way to Australia. Gordon laughed at the sheer naivety he’d displayed as a raw teenager who had figured that a phone call was all it took to book jazz great Benny Goodman for a one-night stand in Muskegon, Michigan. When told no, Mr Goodman wasn’t available, ‘Lee wasn’t disheartened,’ noted Smee. ‘Glenn Miller would do, he said.’

			Gordon then told Smee about his days in whitegoods and his brief sojourn in Cuba, where he exported Cuban cigars and flowers. ‘Nobody had used the airlines to export perishable commodities in quantity before,’ wrote Smee. From there it was onwards to Havana – ‘a mecca for tourists in pre-Castro Cuba’, noted Smee – and back to the US mainland to flog television sets. Smee held tight to the belief that Gordon sold his TV business for £275,000, which, according to one version of his biography that Gordon was inclined to share, he then lost by investing in a couple of dodgy Broadway productions. (Gordon never disclosed the titles of these shows, if they in fact existed.)

			The pivotal moment in Gordon’s life, not just his career, was his chance meeting with the mysterious Aussie in Canada, whose advice – that Australia was an untapped market, essentially – spurred his arrival in September 1953. ‘I have blessed him to the heavens and cursed him to hell,’ chuckled Gordon, almost ten years down the line. But he did admit that this random exchange changed the course of his life, as well as ‘the Australian way of life’. Almost ten years later, local audiences expected to see big names in their concert halls and theatres, yet when Gordon had first landed, it had been nothing more than a pipedream. As Smee wrote, because of Lee Gordon, ‘People began to believe that they could see the famous stars in action.’

			From there, Gordon turned his focus to the Big Shows and the acts that had made him one of the best-known businessmen in his adopted home, if not quite a household name. It was, of course, the success of Johnnie Ray’s first and second tours that had launched Lee Gordon’s Big Shows into the stratosphere. If not for those tours, figured Smee, ‘you probably wouldn’t be reading this story now’.

			Gordon may have been confident that Ray would be a smash, but as he recalled, the singer hadn’t been so sure. He’d expected a gathering of maybe 400 people for his first show and, on Gordon’s urging, dashed from one radio station to another, spruiking his concerts. He even pulled beers in a local pub – anything to get noticed. Gordon, meanwhile, as has since become legend, hired a plane and bombarded the city with ‘two-fers’. It worked. Ray sang his heart out (while also draining his tear ducts and slugging vodka), the shows were packed, and Lee Gordon’s business was up and running. When Gordon brought Ray back for an encore tour the following year, as Smee noted, ‘It was probably the smartest decision he ever made’. Lee Gordon suddenly had £171,000 in the Big Show coffers.

			Gordon also discussed the failures – the temperamental Betty Hutton, the rain-affected Bob Hope tour (he was ‘definitely no mud-runner’, said Gordon), and Abbott and Costello, who not only failed to draw a crowd to the Sydney Stadium but also lost their shirts during poker marathons with Jack Davey. This string of flops set Gordon back at least £100,000. Then there was the disaster that was the roller derby, which Gordon had quickly – and expensively – realised was a bad idea.

			After such a hot start, Gordon genuinely feared for his business. But as he told Smee, the emergence of Bill Haley and rock and roll turned everything around. Not that it was an easy sell at first. Radio still had an aversion to rock and roll; some stations had banned this ‘evil’ new music. Gordon persevered, buying airtime at 2UE and then winning over DJs, but even he was surprised by the success of the tours by Bill Haley and His Comets and those that followed them, including Little Richard and Buddy Holly. ‘I did not realise the tremendous effect rock-’n-roll would have on the lives and outlook of Australian teenagers,’ Gordon confessed.

			On the flip side, Gordon owned up to perhaps being guilty of ‘Americanising’ the local market ‘with the stream of American … entertainers I brought out’. But, as he pointed out, imported US TV and movies had probably made a bigger impact. And his Big Shows had built careers for Johnny O’Keefe, Col Joye and others, after all. ‘We introduced a system that made stars of local performers,’ Gordon countered.

			 Gordon estimated that he made about £200,000 from what he called ‘teenage shows’. ‘Gauging the teenage market was a full-time business,’ he said. Timing was everything; he needed to have artists tour at their absolute prime in order to fill the Sydney Stadium. Or, in the case of Crash Craddock, occasionally he just got very lucky. Gordon described the Craddock Big Shows as a rare case of ‘a performer appealing to Australian teenagers although he could not get the break in America’. It was the opposite of almost all of Gordon’s other Big Shows. He made no mention of Alan Heffernan, but it had been his decision to tour Craddock, based purely on his good looks and one obscure song, and it paid off handsomely.

			There were further disasters, of course, for Gordon – the Sinatra no-show of 1957, which set him back £120,000, and the dramas of the Liberace tour, where the flamboyant piano man was prevented from playing selections from My Fair Lady and kicked up such a fuss that the lawyers were called. Above it all, Gordon’s failure to entice Elvis Presley to Australia remained his biggest disappointment. He’d tried winning over Colonel Parker with everything from kangaroo boots to home furniture – even big bags of cash. Gordon had now finally, reluctantly, given up on bringing Presley to Australia. But he still believed that when it came to star power and audience appeal, Presley was the equal of Frank Sinatra. ‘Once in his presence,’ Gordon said, speaking from his experience of promoting Presley shows in America during 1957, ‘crowds fall under his spell.’

			Gordon revealed to Smee that during that ten-day American tour he’d paid £110,000 to secure Presley’s services. But, as Gordon pointed out, it was money well spent – an £18 print ad in one city ‘sold £35,000 worth of tickets’ – and the short run grossed £450,000. The return from an Australian tour by ‘Elvis the Pelvis’ would have been astounding. Some of the other numbers Gordon disclosed to Smee were staggering: the typical Big Show cost £6000 per night to run and he’d spent £800,000 in airfares alone during the past nine years. Gordon’s failed drive-in restaurant had cost him £60,000; his Twist promotions for Chubby Checker’s Australian tour in 1962 set him back £24,000.

			‘Overheads,’ noted Smee, ‘reached a figure that no other promoter in Australian history would have dared to consider.’

			But while there was a lot for Gordon to reflect upon, and it made for a hell of a magazine story, he was still in business purgatory, unable to pay his bills, and filing writs and lawsuits, while watching other, younger hustlers muscling into his territory. Harry M. Miller – ‘Harry from Auckland’ – was in the process of teaming up with the Wong brothers, Keith and Dennis, in an enterprise they’d call Pan-Pacific Promotions. One of their first big scores would be a tour by Judy Garland, one of the few American superstars Lee Gordon had failed to sign. Miller would also work with several acts that had starred on Lee Gordon’s Big Shows, including Chubby Checker, Louis Armstrong and Sammy Davis Jr.

			And promoter Kenn Brodziak, who’d learned his trade on the vaudeville and Tivoli circuits before opening his own company, Aztec Services, would, in a year’s time, score the biggest coup of them all: The Beatles. In a masterstroke of timing straight out of the Lee Gordon playbook, Brodziak booked a sixteen-day Beatles tour for a piffling £2500, signing them before they broke out big in America. (‘You got us for the old price, didn’t you?’ chuckled John Lennon when he met Brodziak in June 1964.) Fledgling promoters like Michael Chugg and Bill Joseph were also finding their way in the local entertainment industry in the early 1960s, while others such as Paul Dainty and Michael Gudinski would emerge a little further down the line. Lee Gordon blazed a trail for all of them, though none would match the man for panache or originality or daring.

			But right now, Gordon was convinced that somehow he would rise to the top once again. ‘In Lee Gordon’s mind there is no doubt,’ wrote Smee. ‘The only question is “when?”’

		


		
			20.

			‘I’m completely broke, but I’ve got nobody to blame but myself.’

			Lee Gordon was back in Sydney’s Bankruptcy Court in late April 1963, where he was represented by Mr S.M. Falstein. The Commonwealth had brought a petition against Gordon, who, according to the Crown’s solicitor, Mr H.E. Renfree, ‘was justly and truly indebted to the Commonwealth’. The amount in question was only £233 – yet another telephone bill – and Gordon had applied in the District Court to have the sum set aside.

			‘Advantage will be taken of the time to sort out Gordon’s affairs, which are tangled,’ Falstein told the court. It was made known that Gordon had been forced to move out of his long-time residence and now lived in cheaper housing in Kanimbla Flats, in Potts Point.

			When asked by Justice Clyne about Gordon’s assets, Falstein replied that they were his abilities (‘which are considerable’) and his own name, ‘which is a feature and attraction’. But there was no money in the bank. Two of Gordon’s other creditors, Becket-Thomson Advertising and Pan American Airways, were also represented in court. (Gordon owed the advertising company £782 and Pan Am £3215.) The matter was adjourned until 9 May. Interestingly, the court records noted that Gordon was known as both Lee Lazar Gordon and Leon Gordon – but there was no mention of the mysterious Leon Lazar Gevorshner.

			When Gordon returned to the Bankruptcy Court in May, he admitted that although he currently had no assets and income, he could quickly improve his situation – but only if the court granted him some leniency. ‘I have an immediate potential of earning income if I avoid bankruptcy,’ Gordon told the Federal Judge in Bankruptcy, Mr Justice Clyne.

			Once again, Gordon’s debt of £233 to the Commonwealth was mentioned, along with an outstanding debt of £84, which Gordon had owed the Overseas Telecommunications Commission (OTC) since November 1960. Gordon said in court that he’d only learned of the OTC debt the day before his appearance, although he did admit to using the service. (He thought the bill had been paid.) As for Pan Am, Gordon acknowledged the existence of the debt but made it known that he’d made a counterclaim against the airline ‘for a larger amount’.

			‘How long is it since you earned an income?’ Gordon was asked.

			‘Almost a year,’ he replied.

			Yet, as Gordon pointed out, if the petition was dismissed, he could get back to making a living ‘in theatrical promotion’. After all, as Gordon told the court, he’d handled £15 million during his 25 years in business – and he’d paid all his bills (well, most of them). Surely that counted for something.

			To Gordon, it all seemed so petty, this seemingly endless legal bickering over such small amounts, particularly considering the way in which he had salvaged his business many times since setting up shop in 1954. But once again the case was adjourned in the hope that Gordon could work something out with those he owed money to. Fortunately for Gordon, soon after this hearing the judge was advised that he had ‘made satisfactory arrangements with remaining creditors’ and his case was adjourned.

			Yet before he could resume his work ‘in theatrical promotion’, Gordon’s personal demons resurfaced, and his final downward spiral began.

			***

			Alan Heffernan had always feared what might happen to Lee Gordon if he persisted with dabbling in drugs. ‘For some unaccountable reason, Lee continually sought to research the workings of his brain,’ he said. Once, while staying at the Beverly Wilshire in Los Angeles, Gordon had heard about the mind-blowing potential of magic mushrooms and was on the next flight to Mexico City to test-drive psilocybin. ‘Lee was off like a flash,’ recalled Heffernan. Another time, Gordon disappeared for a few days to a mysterious Sydney apartment block where, according to Heffernan, experiments were being conducted ‘with mind-bending drugs’. On his return, Gordon ‘was really around the bend. Whatever he was on at the time was really damaging for the brain.’

			Lee Dillow, who worked for Gordon at the Sound Lounge and the Jewel Box, held a similar opinion to Heffernan: the man enjoyed drugs a little too much. ‘He was an outstanding individual, a genius, but he had all the foibles that come with that.’

			Diana Trask, too, witnessed Gordon’s thing for illicit substances. One night, after she’d played a show, they stopped at the house of an acquaintance of Gordon’s. Trask, who was a complete novice when it came to drugs, got the sense someone was expecting Gordon, because the door was opened very quickly. She looked on as Gordon disappeared into a back room with his friend, leaving her alone in the lounge room. Eventually, Gordon reappeared.

			‘Let’s go,’ he told her.

			By the time they reached Gordon’s apartment, he couldn’t walk. ‘I had to help him out of the car,’ said Trask. Once inside, Gordon fell into a deep sleep on a divan.

			‘I checked Lee,’ she’d recall. ‘He was completely gone.’ Trask ended up hitching a ride with a milkman to get to her flat in Kings Cross.

			‘Drugs didn’t cross my mind,’ admitted Trask, who said that she’d grown up with typical boozy Aussie male behaviour: ‘They drink too much, throw up and pass out. Why should Lee Gordon be any different?’ Neither Gordon nor Trask ever spoke about the night, although the singer grew more wary of her manager and made a point of not associating with him after work: ‘Time spent in Lee Gordon’s company opened my eyes.’

			However, it wasn’t an illicit drug that brought Lee Gordon’s world crumbling down. Pethidine was an analgesic, an opioid painkiller typically prescribed for the treatment of moderate to severe pain, often for women going through labour and delivery. And trying to buy pethidine in a Darlinghurst pharmacy on 28 June 1963 brought Lee Gordon undone. The pharmacist blew the whistle on Gordon, who was arrested and scheduled to appear in the Court of Petty Sessions on 22 July to face the charge of attempting to obtain pethidine without a script. He was released on a bail of £20. It was not considered a serious charge.

			But Lee Gordon had no intention of appearing in court to face the charge. His wife Arlene had suggested, strongly, that he get out of the country, at least for the time being. ‘He was terribly ill and not capable of making decisions for himself,’ she admitted. On 20 July he bought an air ticket to Rome and, still travelling on his American passport, left the country at 11.45 a.m. He left behind, at least for the time being, 23-year-old Arlene, who was pregnant with their second child, and their infant daughter. Alan Heffernan saw Gordon just before he boarded his flight, and later wrote that ‘Lee gave the appearance of being mentally ill but physically sound.’ It was their last time together.

			Three days later, when Gordon didn’t show in court, a warrant was issued for his arrest, but only when – perhaps only if – he returned to the country. Gordon’s bail of £20 was forfeited.

			The police prosecutor, Sergeant R. Turner, didn’t feel the charge was serious enough to warrant extradition. Nor were Gordon’s legal travails considered especially newsworthy – the matter was thought to be of such little significance, in fact, that it was hidden on page 16 of The Sydney Morning Herald. Lee Gordon’s every move had once been front-page news; now he barely rated a mention, buried away amid the weather reports and radio programming schedule. Ironically, on the same page was an ad for a shiny new TV set – it was his success flogging household appliances that had enabled Gordon to launch his career as a promoter all those years before.

			On 24 July, Arlene and Jenny Gordon flew out of the country to join Lee, who was now in London. As reported in the Herald, ‘Mrs Gordon said she intended to return to Australia with her husband within three weeks.’ That would never happen.

			While on the run, Gordon, and his family, surfaced briefly in Hawaii, where he’d spent so much time during his heyday as a promoter. But he could no longer afford to stay in the Hawaiian Village, where he’d once (or twice) tried to win over Colonel Tom Parker. Instead, he was forced to live cheap and lean on acquaintances for support. ‘I’m completely broke,’ Gordon admitted to his friends, ‘but I’ve got nobody to blame but myself.’

			***

			The details of the last few months of Lee Gordon’s life are as murky as the details of his life before coming to Australia in 1953. Lee and Arlene rented a small apartment in the London suburbs for themselves and Jenny. It was a long way from the picture-postcard splendour of Point Piper, but it was a great time to be in the UK as the Swinging Sixties began to bloom. The Beatles were riding high in the charts with ‘From Me to You’, while other ‘British Invasion’ bands such as Freddie and the Dreamers and Gerry and the Pacemakers were also charting strongly. Along Carnaby Street, such fashion hotspots as His Clothes were drawing huge and influential crowds. Pirate station Radio Caroline was soon to begin broadcasting from a ship off the Essex coast, providing an outlet for all the great new music that English bands were currently producing. The West End, meanwhile, was thriving, while over in clubland, venues like the Flamingo and Ronnie Scott’s jazz club were overflowing most nights. As was the Crawdaddy Club in Richmond, whose house band was a bunch of spotty, long-haired blues devotees called The Rolling Stones. London was bursting with colour and energy and music.

			And it did seem that Gordon was trying to restart his career in the UK, where he’d had some success in the past. Gordon considered the 1956 tour of the Soviet Army Ensemble at London’s Empress Hall, when he’d worked closely with the Soviet Ministry of Cultural Affairs, to perhaps be the crowning achievement of his career. Despite a poorly attended opening night, subsequent shows were packed, while the audience response was euphoric. And all this in the middle of the Cold War, which made Gordon’s achievement even more profound.

			When he spoke with writer Bruce Smee earlier in 1963, Gordon referred to the Soviet Army shows as ‘this moment of glory’. ‘He was the creator,’ wrote Smee, ‘and the success of his creation gave him the same feeling of satisfaction as any great artist receives when he knows he has produced a masterpiece.’ Gordon had worked with British producer Harold Davison on the 1956 Soviet Army tour and had contacted him now he was back in London, hoping to resume their partnership and recapture the magic of that tour.

			But Lee Gordon needed to start all over again. American Benn Reyes, who also worked with Gordon on the Soviet Army tour, was now involved with feature-film promotion and publicity, and seemed to have dropped out of Gordon’s orbit. Likewise, Art Schurgin, Lee’s other long-time backer and guru. Gordon was going it alone.

			He was hoping to open a nightclub, using the knowledge of the burlesque and cabaret business he’d gleaned from his time running the Jewel Box and the Music Lounge and various other Sydney venues. And Gordon did meet with Harold Davison, who later told a reporter: ‘I felt sorry for him. It isn’t easy to start from scratch when he has been in the big time.’ Gordon made plans to meet once more with Davison, who was on his way to New York, but they never saw each other again.

			***

			On the night of 6 November, Gordon failed to return to the family apartment. Instead, he booked himself into a hotel, the Prince’s Lodge in Kensington. The next morning, a maid tried to enter Gordon’s room, but he didn’t respond to her knock. She returned with the hotel manager and they found the promoter lying on the floor.

			Lee Gordon had died of a suspected heart attack. He was 40 years old.

			He left no note, so it was unlikely to have been suicide. Tragically, he had fulfilled his belief that he would die a relatively young man.

			Just a few years earlier he had been the toast of Sydney, living the high life among the city’s A-list, but five days passed before Gordon’s death even rated a mention in the Australian press. The Sydney Morning Herald reported that Scotland Yard was investigating Gordon’s death and ‘police inquiries were continuing’. ‘Lee Gordon Dies’ was the stark, simple headline in The Age, which, interestingly, gave the promoter’s age as 46, corresponding with the Coral Gables version of Gordon’s biography. His life and death rated just two columns, with as much focus on Gordon’s recent problems as his successes. ‘During his 10 years as Australia’s leading entrepreneur he imported top stars,’ noted The Age. ‘He later operated nightclubs and cabarets … several of them came under close police scrutiny … A warrant for his arrest was taken out and is still in existence.’ The Daily Mirror reported: ‘A heart attack … killed him. Thus died Lee Gordon almost broke, ill and a fugitive from justice in Australia on a drug charge.’

			It was a poor epitaph for such a trailblazer.

			The next day, a stunned Arlene Gordon spoke with the Australian media. She said that her husband ‘had plans for clubs in the UK’ and that on 6 November he’d simply left on a business trip and didn’t return. She didn’t know who he’d met with – and no one had come forward to say they’d been with Gordon in the hours prior to his death. It was all a mystery and would remain so. ‘He did not know when he would be back,’ she said. ‘I never saw him alive again.’ An autopsy was performed on Gordon’s body on 12 November and the cause of his death was given as ‘cardiac arrest’.

			Gordon was interred soon after his death. His burial site was never made public, and he didn’t get to use the plot he’d bought for himself in Sydney. A rumour circulated that Colonel Tom Parker, whom Gordon admired greatly, had covered his burial costs.

			For a man who’d lived such a jet-set, uptown life, Lee Gordon’s death was a shabby final act. He’d rubbed shoulders with the finest entertainers in the world, and hobnobbed with royalty and people of enormous influence. Gordon had maintained friends in the highest places, while he’d also associated with more than a few characters from the sketchier side of the tracks. At his high-flying peak, Gordon had more money and influence than even he could ever have dreamed about when he promoted his first show in Muskegon, Michigan, as a teenager. ‘His name was almost a household word,’ wrote Jim Oram, ‘where people whom he had never met would speak of him as a friend … He had been fawned over, exploited, pampered and loved.’

			As The Honolulu Advertiser reported upon hearing the news of Lee Gordon’s death, ‘The saga of Gordon is stranger than fiction … Gordon lived high, wide and handsome, playboy supreme.’ To die alone in a second-rate hotel just seemed tawdry and plain wrong. ‘It was a tragic end to a fabulous showman and a great friend,’ said Max Moore, someone who owed his career to Gordon. To Moore, he was ‘one of the most important and innovative figures the industry had ever seen’.

			Norm Erskine, who was close to Gordon and considered him to be ‘a gentleman … stone raving mad, though, later, when he hit the drugs’, believed that the promoter was injecting drugs towards the end of his life. While he was deeply saddened by Gordon’s death, Erskine wasn’t hugely surprised by the news. ‘I knew he was heading that way.’ Prominent Sydney DJ Bob Rogers, however, felt that Gordon deserved a better final act after all that he’d achieved for the local entertainment industry. ‘He was to die in circumstances that were far from the giddy heights he had reached,’ Rogers observed. Gordon had ‘cultivated an audience willing to pay high prices to see big names; he had introduced excitement into what had been a rather torpid scene’.

			Max Moore believed that Gordon’s knack for being a game changer was also one of his biggest problems. ‘He was always ahead of his time. It kept him ahead of everyone else in the game, but it got him into a lot of trouble.’

			Harry M. Miller, who also owed his start to Lee Gordon, considered him to be a very different character to the public image that was created for him, that of ‘a promoter who would skin a cat alive and charge permission for it’. ‘I remember a quiet, modest guy with more than his share of foibles,’ wrote Miller. Gordon’s driver, Wayne Martin, backed this up. ‘Lee was a very kind-hearted, quiet person,’ he stated. ‘There was no liar in him.’

			Gordon had made it clear to Miller, as he had told many others, that he didn’t think he was long for this world, hence his live-fast-spend-big-and-have-the-best-possible-time lifestyle. ‘Lee knew he was going to drop off early,’ Miller would write in his memoir, Confessions of a Not-So-Secret Agent. ‘And at any time. Like many of us, he wanted to go in his sleep.’ It seemed that Lee Gordon had lived out that prophecy.

			‘Lee Gordon was the pioneer. He created and invented for Australia large-scale entertainment in big arenas. He was very generous and entrepreneurial,’ Miller said in the ABC TV series Love Is in the Air. ‘Nobody else started it. He did. He was very imaginative, way before his time.’

		


		
			 

			Epilogue

			Arlene and Jenny Gordon returned to Australia soon after Lee’s autopsy was conducted. On 10 December, Lee Francis Gordon Jr was born prematurely at the Brisbane Women’s Hospital. The baby weighed just 3 pounds 10 ounces – a mere 1.6 kilos.

			A few weeks later, when Arlene was ready to leave the hospital, she spoke with The Age. She believed that ‘thousands of pounds’ were owed to her husband at the time of his death – he’d died without leaving a will – and this was money that she intended to recoup. (It was later revealed that Gordon’s estate amounted to the equivalent of $9666, money that Arlene eventually inherited in 1966.) Arlene also said that she planned to return to Sydney when Lee Jr was a little older and would seek out work as a model. Arlene hoped that her son would one day become a lawyer. ‘She would try to keep the children out of showbusiness,’ reported The Age.

			Upon hearing the news of Gordon’s death, Alan Heffernan flashed upon a conversation they’d once had in the bar at the Chevron Hilton. Over drinks, Gordon had told him that he was absolutely convinced he wouldn’t live a long life. As they finished their drinks and prepared to leave, Gordon tapped his head and told Heffernan, ‘Alan, you don’t understand. If I had anything visible, you’d believe me but I’m going to die of something else. All my trouble is in my head.’ Heffernan remained unconvinced by the official cause of Gordon’s demise. He wrote that he would ‘never know whether Lee’s death was accident, suicide or homicide’.

			Col Joye would remain close with Gordon’s family, in particular his son Lee Gordon Jr. His strongest memory of Gordon was of the promoter sitting at his desk ‘with that funny little grin and his thumbs in his belt. He’d smile and say, “You want a thousand? Okay, you get a thousand.”’

			‘Lee Gordon was the kind of man who could turn triumph into disaster with one impulsive stroke of his pen in his chequebook,’ said Festival Records manager Ken Taylor. ‘But he could turn dark adversity into triumph, too, with his inbuilt qualities of optimism and enterprise.’

			Johnny O’Keefe was one of many in Gordon’s inner circle who was devastated when he learned about his death. ‘Lee made me,’ O’Keefe said. ‘He made Australian show business.’ O’Keefe firmly believed he and Gordon were ‘cast in the same mould’. They had been friends, co-conspirators, running buddies and business partners. They’d gotten high – and low – together. And Gordon had played a key role in launching O’Keefe’s career and introduced him to a lifestyle that the middle-class kid from the eastern suburbs hadn’t known existed. Gordon had been a massive influence on O’Keefe; by transforming the Australian entertainment industry, in which O’Keefe now was a lynchpin, he had transformed the singer’s life. Through Gordon, O’Keefe had gotten close to some of the biggest artists of the era, acts from whom he’d learned a lot. He owed Lee Gordon a massive debt.

			Lee Gordon, as it turned out, wasn’t completely done with Johnny O’Keefe. After Gordon died, whenever the singer stepped onto a stage, he felt as if he wasn’t alone out there in the spotlight. On a whim he visited a clairvoyant, who shocked him with her revelation. O’Keefe was told that whenever he appeared on stage, ‘there were dead people standing on my shoulders, like Buddy Holly and Ritchie Valens, Eddie Cochrane, Gene Vincent – and in particular, Lee Gordon.’

			Even in death, Lee Gordon remained a powerful presence.

		


		
			 

			What happened next …

			Arlene June Ursula Gordon: In 1964, Gordon’s wife had told reporters that Lee ‘was owed thousands when he died’ but it’s unlikely that any of this money was ever recovered. She died on 14 December 1998, aged 58, and was laid to rest in Waverley Cemetery in Sydney.

			Jenny Gordon: Gordon’s daughter died on 30 January 2010 and was buried at Waverley alongside her mother. She was 47.

			Lee Gordon Jr: Gordon’s second child was born in Brisbane Women’s Hospital on 10 December 1963. He is the only surviving member of Lee Gordon’s family.

			Norm Erskine: After his Gordon-backed period in America, ‘the swinging kangaroo’ returned to Australia and continued to play the clubs and became a TV favourite, appearing on shows hosted by Don Lane, Daryl Somers and Graham Kennedy. He died in August 2010, aged 79.

			Sammy Gaha: After his appearance on the 1962 Twist tour, Gordon’s protégé based himself in the UK and Europe; he performed at the wedding of Mick and Bianca Jagger in St Tropez, France, in May 1971.

			Alan Heffernan: Lee Gordon’s Big Show 2IC continued to work in the world of entertainment. He took care of Johnny O’Keefe’s finances after Gordon died and wrote about his career in Big Shows: The Lee Gordon Years, which he self-published in 2003. He died on the Gold Coast in January 2013, aged 92.

			Harry M. Miller: ‘Harry from Auckland’ established Pan-Pacific Promotions with Lee Gordon’s friends Keith and Dennis Wong in August 1963 and promoted tours by Judy Garland, Sammy Davis Jr and The Rolling Stones. Miller served ten months in prison due to his role in the Computicket collapse of 1978 and died in 2018 aged 84.

			Max Moore: Gordon’s protégé, one of Australia’s first tour managers, worked with Pan-Pacific and went on to promote tours by John Denver, Bruce Springsteen and many other stars. His memoir, Some Days are Diamonds, was published in 2003. Moore died on 26 December 2011, aged 88.

			Johnny O’Keefe: JOK continued rocking long after Lee Gordon’s death, enjoying a late career revival with a blistering set at the Sunbury Festival in 1973. O’Keefe died of a heart attack on 6 October 1978. He was 42, the same age as his hero Elvis Presley had been when he died the year before.

			Johnnie Ray: The first real star of Gordon’s Big Shows was hospitalised in 1960 with tuberculosis and dropped out of public life until 1966; he toured Europe with Judy Garland in 1969. ‘Mr Emotion’ died from liver failure in February 1990, aged 63. Ray never formally came out of the closet.

			Benn F. Reyes: Lee Gordon’s mentor and business partner became involved with film publicity, most notably for director Stanley Kubrick and the science-fiction classic 2001: A Space Odyssey. He died in Sweden in 1968, aged 53.

			Rock ‘n’ Roll: Lee Gordon’s 1959 concert movie refused to die – it was given revivals in 1968 and then again in 2021 and 2023 and was described as ‘one of the world’s oldest surviving concert films’. Footage of Johnny O’Keefe ripping it up on stage during the film became part of the opening montage for ABC TV’s music program Rage.

			Art Schurgin: Lee Gordon’s mentor married a Queensland model named Babs McKinnon and promoted a Beatles concert in Detroit in 1964, where the Schurgins lived. He then ran a gift shop in Birmingham, Detroit called the Horn of Plenty and died on 31 August 2003 aged 83.

			Frank Sinatra: The man who called Lee Gordon ‘Charlie’ died in 1998, aged 82. His controversial 1974 tour of Australia, when he was black-banned by unions for calling journalists ‘bums, parasites, fags and buck-and-a-half hookers’, was recreated in the film The Night We Called It a Day. Right up to his dying breath Sinatra denied having Mob connections.

			Sydney Stadium: ‘The Old Tin Shed’, the scene of hundreds of Lee Gordon’s Big Shows, was demolished in the early 1970s to make way for the eastern suburbs railway line. American soul group The Four Tops was the last act to perform at the stadium, on 1 June 1970. The venue’s long-time manager, Harry Miller, shot himself when the stadium was demolished.

			Diana Trask: Lee Gordon’s musical protégé made her New York debut at the Blue Angel nightclub, aged just eighteen, establishing a path for fellow Aussies Helen Reddy and Olivia Newton-John in years to come. A regular at Nashville’s Grand Ole Opry, Trask documented her journey in the book Whatever Happened to Diana Trask. ‘He changed the landscape of entertainment in Australia forever,’ Trask said when asked about Lee Gordon.

		


		
			 

			Lee Gordon’s Australian Big Shows

			1954

			Jul	Artie Shaw, Ella Fitzgerald, Buddy Rich and Jerry Colonna plus The Wally Norman Band

			Sep	Johnnie Ray with Peggy Ryan, Ray McDonald and Dave Barry plus The Wally Norman Band

			Oct–Nov	Louis Armstrong & His All-Stars and Velma Middleton plus The Wally Norman Big Band

			Dec	Billy Daniels with Dave Barry and The Andrews Sisters plus The Wally Norman Orchestra

			1955

			Jan, 7–15	Nat King Cole with June Christy, Rowan & Martin and Judy Kelly plus Denis Collison’s Big Show Orchestra

			Jan, 17–29	Frank Sinatra with Frank D’Amore, Lois Ray and Ann McCormack plus Denis Collison’s Big Show Orchestra

			Feb	Frankie Laine with Leo De Lyon, The Clark Brothers and Jerri Adams plus Denis Collison’s Big Show Orchestra

			Mar	Johnnie Ray with Danny Crystal, The Clark Brothers and Helen O’Connell plus Denis Collison’s Big Show Orchestra

			May	Betty Hutton with Morey Amsterdam, Bobby Brandt, Clark Dennis, Jack Regis, and Herb Lurie and Revue plus Denis Collison’s Big Show Orchestra

			May–Jun	Bob Hope with Clark Dennis, Roberta Linn, The Marenos plus the Australian Mannequin Parade

			Jun	Abbott and Costello with Ann McCormack, Bobby Barber, Eileen O’Dare and Tommy Turner plus Norman Erskine, The Bridge Sisters and Fred James

			Aug–Sep 	‘The International Sports Sensation’ Roller Derby

			1956

			Feb	Nat King Cole Trio with Lillian Briggs, George Kirby, Marty Allen and Mitch DeWood

			Mar	Johnnie Ray with Leo De Lyon, The Holly Sisters, Peg Leg Bates and Lola Dee

			Apr	Louis Armstrong & His All-Stars with Gary Crosby, Peg Leg Bates, Velma Middleton and Rose Hardaway plus Joe Martin and Denis Collison’s Big Show Orchestra

			Oct	‘The Record Star Parade’ with Stan Freberg, Joe ‘Fingers’ Carr, Buddy Rich and Don Cornell plus The Nilsson Twins and Joe Martin

			Nov–Dec	Frankie Laine with Eileen Barton, Buddy Rich, Stan Freberg and Joe ‘Fingers’ Carr plus The Tune Twisters, Joe Martin and Denis Collison’s Big Show Orchestra

			Dec–Jan	Abe Saperstein’s Harlem Globetrotters

			1957

			Jan	Bill Haley and His Comets, The Platters, Freddie Bell and the Bellboys, LaVern Baker and Big Joe Turner

			Apr	‘The Second Record Star Parade’ with Guy Mitchell, The Lionel Hampton Band, Stan Kenton and His Orchestra and Cathy Carr plus Denis Collison’s Big Show Orchestra and Joe Martin

			Sep	Johnnie Ray with Graeme Bell & His Skiffle Gang and Vic Sabrino plus Denis Collison’s Big Show Orchestra and Joe Martin

			Oct	Little Richard with Gene Vincent and the Blue Caps, Eddie Cochran and Alis Lesley plus Johnny O’Keefe and the Dee Jays

			Nov–Dec 	Nat King Cole Trio with Georgia Lee plus Joe Martin, The Gill Brothers, Joe Jenkins, Yolande, and Antonio Rodrigues

			1958

			Jan–Feb 	Buddy Holly and The Crickets, Jerry Lee Lewis, Paul Anka and Jodie Sands plus Johnny O’Keefe and the Dee Jays, and Denis Collison’s Big Show Orchestra

			Feb–Mar	Liberace

			1959

			Mar	‘Parade of Stars’ with Tommy Sands and the Sharks, The Platters and Frankie Avalon plus Johnny O’Keefe and the Dee Jays, and Johnny Rebb and the Rebels

			Mar–Apr	Frank Sinatra with Stan Freberg and the Red Norvo Quintet plus The Tune Twisters, Eddie Baker, Diana Trask, and Tommy Tycho and His Orchestra

			Apr, 15–21	Johnny Cash and the Tennessee Two with Gene Vincent, The Playmates, Bobby Day, Robin Luke and Frankie Sardo plus Col Joye and the Joy Boys

			Apr, 20–30	Sammy Davis Jr with Stan Freberg plus Diana Trask, the Australian Jazz Quintet and the Morty Stevens Orchestra

			May–Jun	Sal Mineo with Tab Hunter plus Johnny O’Keefe and the Dee Jays, Col Joye and the Joy Boys, Johnny Rebb and the Rebels, Johnny Devlin and the Devils, The Delltones and Princess Rora

			July	‘The Battle of the Big Beat’ with Lloyd Price, Conway Twitty, The Kalin Twins and Linda Laurie plus Johnny O’Keefe and the Dee Jays, Johnny Rebb and the Rebels, Johnny Devlin and the Devils, Col Joye and the Joy Boys, Dig Richards and the RJs, and The Delltones

			Sep	Johnnie Ray plus The Horrie Dargie Quartet, Johnny O’Keefe and the Dee Jays, Johnny Rebb and the Rebels, Shirley Simmons, Candy and Mandy, The Crescents and The ABC Orchestra

			Oct	Fabian plus Johnny O’Keefe, Col Joye and the Joy Boys, Johnny Rebb and the Rebels, Johnny Devlin and the Devils, The Delltones, The Crescents, The Graduates, Warren Williams and Lonnie Lee

			Dec	Sammy Davis Jr

			1960

			Jan–Feb	‘All American Rock Spectacular’ with Duane Eddy and the Rebels, The Diamonds, Crash Craddock, Johnny Restivo, Santo & Jonny and Floyd Robinson plus Johnny Devlin and the Devils, and The Delltones

			Mar	‘Parade of Stars in the Supershow’ with Tommy Sands, Jerry Lee Lewis, Rod Lauren, Johnny and the Hurricanes, Jimmy Clanton, Marv Johnson, Freddy Cannon, Dick Caruso, Chan Romero, Jack Scott, Mark Dinning and Johnny Preston

			May	The Everly Brothers, Bobby Rydell, Marv Johnson, The Crickets and Crash Craddock plus Lonnie Lee, Rolf Harris, Laurel Lea, and Col Joye and the Joy Boys

			Jul	Pat Boone with The Diamonds and Dick Caruso plus Diana Trask

			Aug	Harry Belafonte with The Vocal Three, Millard Thomas, Daniel Barrajanos, Ernest Calabria and Norman Keenan

			Sep	Ricky Nelson plus Johnny O’Keefe, Col Joye and the Joy Boys, Lonnie Lee, Johnny Devlin, Dig Richards, and Candy and Mandy

			Oct	‘1st Annual Australian International Jazz Festival’ with Sarah Vaughan, Jonah Jones Quartet, Dizzy Gillespie, Al Hibbler, Dakota Staton, Gene McDaniels, Coleman Hawkins, Teddy Wilson Trio, The Three Out, The Bryce Rohde Quartet and The Port Jackson Jazz Band

			1961

			Jan	‘All American Rock Spectacular’ with Bobby Rydell, Brenda Lee, Duane Eddy and the Rebels, Chubby Checker and Oliver Cool plus Col Joye and the Joy Boys

			Feb	The Kingston Trio with Howard Morrison Quartet, John Daley, Wilma Reading, The Bryce Rohde Quartet and Max Geldray

			Apr	Connie Francis with Bobby Vee, Johnny Burnette, The Ventures and Donnie Brooks plus Col Joye and the Joy Boys and Johnny Chester

			Nov–Dec	Frank Sinatra with Timi Yuro plus Tommy Hanlon Jr

			1962

			Jan	‘The Twist’ with Bobby Rydell, Chubby Checker, Del Shannon, Diane Hilton and the Peppermints and Sammy Gaha

			Sep	Lenny Bruce

			1963

			Jan	‘The Chubby Checker Show’ with Col Joye and the Joy Boys, Johnny Chester and the Chessmen, Judy Stone, Rob E.G., Warren Williams, the Bee Gees and Johnny O’Keefe

			Source: Bob [Peter Robert] Hayden, Lee Gordon Big Show Programs, Young, NSW: Wild in the Country Publications, 2022
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					Lee Lazar Gordon (circled) and his fellow freshmen at the University of Miami in Coral Gables, Florida, 1941.
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					Gordon (top row, middle) in the University of Miami yearbook, 1944.
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					Lee Gordon on arrival in Sydney, September 1953.
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					Gordon’s immigration card.
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					American producers Benn F. Reyes and Arthur ‘Art’ Schurgin, who backed many of Gordon’s Big Shows.

					(left) Courtesy of The Daily Telegraph / (right) Courtesy of The Cincinnati Post
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					The Sydney Stadium in Rushcutters Bay, the scene of Lee Gordon’s Big Shows.
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					Johnnie Ray’s September 1954 tour was Gordon’s first big hit.

					Courtesy of Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales
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					Louis Armstrong greeting his fans at the start of his tour in October–November 1954.

					Courtesy of Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales
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					Frank Sinatra, pictured here with his daughter Nancy in January 1955, was both the making and the breaking of Lee Gordon.

					Courtesy of Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales
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					Bill Haley at the Sydney Stadium, January 1957.

					Courtesy of Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales 
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					‘Colonel’ Tom Parker failed to deliver an Australian tour for his star client, Elvis Presley, despite Gordon’s best efforts.

					PictureLux / The Hollywood Archive / Alamy Stock Photo
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					Lee Gordon as he appeared in the opening credits of the rarely seen 1959 concert film Rock ’n’ Roll, which he produced.

					Courtesy of Mark Iarai
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					Gordon (centre) with Col Joye (left) and American Conway Twitty, backstage at the Sydney Stadium in July 1959.

					Pix magazine
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					Lee Gordon’s protégé Johnny O’Keefe in action at the Sydney Stadium, July 1959.

					Courtesy of Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales
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					Lenny Bruce’s 1962 tour was a disaster, for both Gordon and the comic.
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					Gordon with his wife Arlene shortly before his death in 1963.

					Source unknown
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					Sydney identity Abe Saffron backed various Gordon projects.
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					Big Show’s Max Moore with his wife Meryl at Sydney’s Chevron Hotel.

					Courtesy of the Moore family
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					Alan Heffernan, Gordon’s 2IC at Big Show Pty Ltd.

					Courtesy of the Heffernan family
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					Lee Lazar Gordon, 1923–1963, in his natural domain at the Big Show office.

					Ronald Stewart / Fairfax Syndication
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