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Given the opportunity 
to write a song with 
Mark Ronson and 
a host of big-name 
collaborators in New 
York City, untested 
Sydney band Danimals 
rose to the challenge
By James Jennings 
Photographs by Simon Howell
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GOOD COMPANY  
Danimals’ Jonti Danilewitz and 
Will Russell with Sean Lennon, 
Albert Hammond Jr. and Mark 

Ronson (from left) in New York

                                           t ’s a chilly 
1°c on a New York City sidewalk and a tall, thin 
Englishman is making small talk with a bunch 
of young musicians. Those musos include Jonti 
Danilewitz, Will Russell and Julian Sudek – 
three-fifths of Australian band Danimals – and 
they’re eagerly anticipating the arrival of music-
producer-of-the-moment Mark Ronson. All in 
their early 20s, the Danimals boys have hit the 
jackpot. As winners of an Australia-wide com-
petition called Tooheys Extra Dry: The Lab, 
they were hand-picked by Ronson to spend a 
week in NYC writing TED’s new ad campaign 
song with a cast of all-star musicians and the 
famed producer. Considering Danimals has 
largely been a bedroom-based solo project for 
Danilewitz – his band have been together six 
months and performed less than a dozen gigs 
– it’s no surprise to learn his head is spinning. 
“A year ago I’d never collaborated with anyone 
– I’d never even been in a band,” he admits.

Suddenly another tall, thin f igure cuts 
through the crowd – it’s a dapper Ronson and 
his French girlfriend Joséphine de la Baume. 
The first thing you notice is Ronson’s gravity-
defying hair – a towering quiff that remains 
undisturbed by the bitterly cold wind. The 
Englishman we’d been chatting to earlier sug-
gests we all catch a movie – and it’s at this point 
it becomes clear the man is John Taylor, bass-
ist for mega-selling synth survivors Duran Du-
ran. He’s the first music royalty Danimals have 
casually rubbed shoulders with on their adven-
ture, and he won’t be the last. 

Focused on tomorrow’s first writing session 
with legendary rhythm section the Dap-Kings, 
Danimals decide to head off for a practice. For 
everyone else, it’s popcorn and a movie with 
Ronson and a charming Eighties icon who’s 
kind enough to shout the lot of us.

Next morning at a warehouse in Brooklyn, a 
film crew is jammed into every available space 
at the small Dunham Studios. Dap-King and 
studio owner Tommy Brennick looks pissed. 
“When I said ‘yes’ to doing this I didn’t know a 
TV crew was gonna come in and take over the 
whole fuckin’ studio,” he mumbles. 

Twenty minutes later Ronson strolls in, 
dressed to the nines – and hair a 10. He seeks 
refuge in the control room and tells Danimals 
to start playing with the assembled Dap-Kings. 
It’s a daunting request, but the Sydney lads 
aren’t intimidated. Within minutes the influ-
ence of soul revivalists the Dap-Kings has tak-
en hold and they’re locked into a tight groove. 

Later that night, Danilewitz relives the high-
pressure session: “We had 12 people in a room 

 I
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Collaborate and Listen

Sydneysiders Danimals enjoyed 
an amazing week in New York 
City as a result of their 
competition win, collaborating 
with the Dap-Kings (1), hanging 
out at Sean Lennon’s house (2), 
and working with Mark Ronson 
and Santigold (3). The band (Will 
Russell, Julian Sudek and Jonti 
Danilewitz, from left) even found 
time to jam by themselves 
outside the Brooklyn studio, 
testing ideas on the roof (4). In 
between there was plenty of 
time to record (5), including a 
day spent working with Duran 
Duran bassist John Taylor (6 & 
8). The guys even fit in the odd 
shopping trip (7). “You’re never 
really going to get this many 
amazing, experienced cooks in 
the kitchen, so it’s a great 
injection at the start of their 
career,” says Ronson. “If they 
use this as a launching pad and 
do something great from here 
then they’re set.”
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we’d never met and we were writing something 
with no one having any idea what the goal was. 
It was a funny dynamic, but we got two great 
songs done so I guess it worked.” 

“They threw us in the deep end,” adds Sudek. 
“As individual players, those guys are so good. 
There’s no better way to make an indie pop 
band feel like they’ve got a long way to go than 
to be put in a room with players of their calibre.” 
Having survived day one, Danilewitz and his 
bandmates contemplate tomorrow – a session 
with Taylor, whose band has sold more than 
100 million albums worldwide. No pressure. 

Next day, a tired Danimals pose for photo-
graphs as Danilewitz outlines the band’s mis-
sion for the week: “The goal is to do different 
songs each day with the artist influencing the 
song. Who knows – today we might get our ret-
ro Eighties synth on.” Taylor arrives dressed in a 
suit and sneakers and explains his involvement: 
“I’ve been working with Mark on the new Du-
ran record, he asked if I’d like to take part and I 
jumped at it – it sounded like a lot of fun.” 

Ronson enters the studio where Taylor, Da-
nilewitz, Russell and Sudek have already put 
together a catchy number that sounds like OK 
Computer-era Radiohead with added synth. It 
works, and Taylor is clearly into it. Twenty min-

utes later a skinny, scraggly-haired skater type 
in a hoodie enters and takes position at a key-
board. It’s Alex Greenwald of Phantom Planet, 
writer of The O.C. theme song “California” and 
another of Ronson’s buddies.

Afterwards, Danilewitz can’t stop gush-
ing about his newfound appreciation for both 
Taylor and Greenwald. “John was brilliant and 
totally down to earth. And Alex was constantly 
churning out amazing melodies. If we could 
ask Alex to join Danimals, we would.” Russell 
is another convert to the Church of JT. “He was 
really encouraging. We’re on a massive high – 
it’s been one of the best days of our life.” 

With two “high energy” songs completed, it 
has clearly been a winning day for Danimals – 
the band even managing to penetrate Ronson’s 
aura of detached cool. “I think Mark warmed 
up to us a lot more – all of a sudden he was 
inviting us to drinks,” says Danilewitz. “I guess 
we were both feeling a lot more comfortable.” 

That comfort level is shattered the next morn-
ing, however, when the lads turn up sporting 
crushing hangovers. “We were on such a buzz 

after our session yesterday that we decided to 
hit some bars,” explains Danilewitz. “We didn’t 
get home until 6 a.m.” 

The Kaiser Chiefs’ principal songwriter Nick 
Hodgson – who’s so British he looks like he’s 
stepped out of an ad for Ben Sherman – has 
jetted in from London for today’s session and 
brought a bunch of home recordings to work 
with. Like clockwork, Ronson arrives and 
seeks solace in the control room. 

Hodgson plays Danimals a song – a poppy 
number with a bouncy bass line – that he sug-
gests the group use as a jump-off point for 
the session. It’s a different approach from the 
previous two days of jamming, but the boys 
look like they’re up for the challenge. 

Danimals emerge from the studio at 9 p.m. 
clearly knackered, and confess they’re in need 
of a quiet night in. “That was an awesome ex-
perience but it didn’t feel like we had anything 
we were going to keep,” reveals Danilewitz. “Al-
though it did feel like we were witnessing the 
next Kaiser Chiefs single.” 

“His definition of a successful song is some-
thing quite grand and epic and more direct, 
whereas we’re more about just having fun,” 
says Sudek. “He was a lovely guy, don’t get us 
wrong, but he worked differently to us.”

Our cab pulls up at the studio 
to find a figure outside in a black 
bowler hat and heavy ankle-length 
blue coat smoking a cigarette – it’s 

Sean Lennon. With him is the Strokes’ Albert 
Hammond Jr. – the pair have been waiting for 
someone to let them in. Once inside, a wired 
Lennon and a shy Hammond Jr. hit the stu-
dio with Danimals. Today, the collaboration 
is less democratic: Lennon directs the others 
with fervour. There’s a high level of energy and 
within minutes a creepy song that resembles 
something from a Tim Burton film is created.

Later, Lennon strolls into the stairwell and 
begins offering suggestions to a photographer: 
“We should do a band photo and get the Dani-
mals with one on each floor! Take a picture with 
them looking over, it’d be great!” Strangely, he 
seems completely oblivious of the fact that he’s 
just described something incredibly similar to 
the cover of the Beatles’ Please Please Me. Be-
tween cigarette puffs he professes his admira-
tion for Danimals: “Those kids are good. I don’t 
have a drummer for my band – I’d do anything 
to have Will be my fuckin’ drummer.”

The studio session ends at 10 p.m., but Len-
non’s enthusiasm hasn’t waned. He invites 

Danimals back to his plush apartment to finish 
a song – an experience, Danilewitz later con-
fesses, they won’t soon forget. “He had the best 
home studio I’ve ever seen in my life. He’s just 
got all this amazing gear – plus a bunch of stuff 
the Beatles probably played on.” It’s a surreal 
night that involves nothing less than a stuffed 
monkey, reading handwritten notes from John 
Lennon and drinking tea with Lennon’s stun-
ning model girlfriend. All in a night’s work.

Ronson arrives on time the next morning, 
but something’s amiss: his hair is askew – 
about a six or a seven. He doesn’t seem to be 
in the best mood and there are whispers he’s 
hungover. A friendly Santi “Santigold” White 
appears and follows Ronson into the control 
room where the plan is revealed: to take an 
existing track and work on vocal melodies and 
lyrics. The sound of Santigold’s unmistakable 
voice echoes out of the control room just 30 
minutes later – she’s added a vocal melody to a 
bouncy, summery track Danimals wrote with 
John Taylor and Alex Greenwald. Her contri-
bution instantly makes the song spring to life.

Ronson summons Danimals and Danilewitz 
is put on the spot and asked to replicate Santi’s 
vocals and write lyrics. Ronson, who seems like 
he’d rather be elsewhere today, is getting im-
patient. “I guess all you’ve gotta do now is just 
write the fuckin’ lyrics, yo.” It’s an awkward 
situation and you can’t help but feel for the shy 
22-year-old. Russell leaves the room. Later he 
explains why: “[Danilewitz] is used to doing 
things on his own in his bedroom and it was 
painful to watch him have to go through that.” 

That afternoon Ronson sits down for a chat, 
and, rather than ’fess up about a big night on 
the booze, he says he’d been up early working 
out at the gym: “I’m trying to smoke less and 
not get wasted so much.” So was Ronson wor-
ried about throwing an unknown band into 
such a high-pressure situation? “To be honest, 
knowing the track record of the collaborators 
there was no way we were gonna make a shit 
pop song – if it was it would be embarrassing.” 

It turns out the producer is so happy with the 
song they’re working on that he’d like to nick it 
for himself. “I’m simultaneously working on my 
new stuff and I’d be so excited to have this on my 
own album.” And Ronson is optimistic about 
the future for Danimals, who’ve already aroused 
interest from respected label Stones Throw. 

“You’re never really going to get this many 
amazing, experienced cooks in the kitchen, so 
it’s a great injection at the start of their career,” 
he says. “If they use this as a launching pad and 
do something great from here then they’re set.”

It’s Friday night and time to let off some 
steam – Danimals head to a club where Ronson 
is DJing with legendary A Tribe Called Quest 
member Q-Tip. Several hours and many beers 
later, Danilewitz has hit the dancefloor. Above, 
Q-Tip grabs the mic: “I wanna give a shout out 
to Danimals!” The Australian’s jaw drops – it’s 
the perfect end to an amazing week. 

“We made the most of it and kept our heads 
on,” Danilewitz concludes later. “We did a sub-
stantial amount of work considering the pres-
sure we were under – but it’s far from over.” 

THE LAB

You can hear the results of the Lab recording 
sessions by heading to www.tedthelab.com.au 
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“Those kids are good,” Sean Lennon 
says of Danimals. “I don’t have a 
drummer – I’d do anything to have 
Will be my fuckin’ drummer.” 
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