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For Bob and Joey Stinson









       Mates.


       We controlled rage with humor, struck the wrong chords 1st to acquaint ourselves with disaster, to ease the inevitability of our next return. Our next assault.


       Baring all, as an offsetting pose then . . . HIT, SCREAM, JUMP, CRASH as one.


       Quicksilver morons. We love it, so we stop. Why? Because soon we won’t and this way it won’t hurt as much.


       Afraid? Terrified. Out numbered. Retreat? “They’ll kill us” never enters our mind.


       We load and on 4 we charge laughing. The enemy babble: “I don’t believe my eyes”; “What the fuck?”; “This is a trick.”


       Bang we land in their trench: “Gotta light?” Hey, what do you guys think you’re doing?


       “See ya!”


       They aim at our backs as we fall over each other. The bullets always missed.


PAUL WESTERBERG,


LETTER TO AUTHOR, 2012









INTRODUCTION




 






February 22, 1995, McDivitt-Hauge Funeral Home, South Minneapolis









The family made sure his sleeves were rolled up so everyone could see the tattoos.


He’d gotten them as a kid, after being locked up in the cursed halls of the Red Wing State Training School. His left arm said LUV HER—for Kim, his first girlfriend, who’d broken his heart. On his right arm was a mystery: his initials, with three arrows shooting in different directions. He never told anyone what the arrows symbolized, though friends would tease him that they represented the three things he cared about most in life: music, beer, and drugs.


For several days, local newspapers had reported the basic facts: Bob Stinson, former “lunatic guitarist” of the Replacements, found dead in his Uptown apartment. He’d founded the group, then been fired from it in 1986, when he couldn’t “curb his out-of-control lifestyle.” A couple of stories hinted at his troubled background: broken home, in and out of juvenile institutions, long-standing addiction problems, recent diagnosis as bipolar.


A syringe had been discovered near where he lay in his apartment. Given his history, everyone assumed he’d expired from an overdose, or even committed suicide. Later, the coroner’s final report would contradict the initial suspicions—not an OD but organ failure. Just thirty-five, Bob Stinson died of natural causes, his body and heart simply worn out. He’d gone to sleep and never awoke.


“When he died, he had a turntable in front of him, a bunch of records . . . a Yes record might’ve been playing, I think,” said his brother, Replacements bassist Tommy Stinson. “That’s the way he would want to go. He’d put a hunk of vinyl on and sit and listen and study. He was probably going, ‘Fucking A—this is great.’”


The tone of the subsequent outpouring—memorials and obituaries in Rolling Stone and SPIN, the New York Times and the Los Angeles Times—was revealing. Nine years after Bob’s firing, and four since the group’s breakup, the Replacements were suddenly spoken of in reverential terms. They had become “legends” without ever really becoming stars, an epitaph as unlikely as their beginnings.


They had come together as the children of war veterans and alcoholics, from families steeped in mental illness and abuse, products of Midwestern recalcitrance and repression. “That held the bond in a peculiar way,” said front man Paul Westerberg. “We hit it off in ways that normal guys don’t. We understood each other.”


Back when they got their first little flush of fame, Westerberg would say, as a cockeyed boast, that they were losers, that there wasn’t a high school diploma or a driver’s license among them. They’d never had any clear-eyed ambition or direction. They got as far as they did only because they hungered: for attention, for love, for sanction, for volume, for chaos.


The band’s music filled the funeral chapel that day, an insolent soundtrack for a send-off. Bob’s mother, Anita Stinson, had asked Peter Jesperson—the man who’d discovered the group and been their closest ally—to make a tape of their early albums. He felt funny about a song like “Fuck School” blaring in a mortuary, but you don’t deny a grieving family’s request.


One by one, the surviving Replacements arrived: Paul, Tommy, drummer Chris Mars, and guitarist Slim Dunlap. This was the reunion none of them had wanted and all of them had feared. And there was Bob, still the center of attention, lying in his casket. When Westerberg walked in, “Johnny’s Gonna Die” was playing. It hit him square in the face.


       Johnny always takes more than he needs


       Knows a couple chords, knows a couple leads


He’d written those lines about the doomed ex–New York Dolls guitarist Johnny Thunders after seeing him looking wasted and sounding brilliant at a concert back in 1980.


       And everybody tells me that Johnny is hot


       Johnny needs somethin’, what he ain’t got


“Bob picked up guitar, learned how to play a few rock songs, and then just beat the shit out of the thing for all the frustrations in his life,” noted Westerberg. “He was a lot like Thunders. In his hands the guitar didn’t scream; it cried for help, practically. We used to say Johnny made a guitar sound like an animal in pain. Bob had that too.”


Two hundred or so mourners filled the pews. Bob’s acoustic guitar leaned against the casket. In a quiet corner the Replacements gathered with Jesperson. The air was heavy for a moment. The group had fired Peter, then Bob, then Chris, and they’d sniped at one another in the press and in song lyrics. All of that was forgotten now.


“They say death brings you together,” said Mars. “I hadn’t seen Tommy for a long time, and I hadn’t really seen Paul for a long time. We were talkin’, shootin’ the shit for a bit. But it was bathed in this sad, sad thing.” Mars had done an etching for the cover of the memorial program: a Stratocaster with wings.


Bob’s mother had asked Jesperson to deliver the eulogy, but Peter demurred—he didn’t think he could get through it. The duty went to local musician–turned–rock writer Jim Walsh, who’d known the group since its early days. He spoke of Stinson’s great appetite for life and noted how un-Bob-like the occasion felt: “He would’ve laughed at us in our suits today, the pomp and circumstance. He would’ve wanted to know where the beer was.” Babes in Toyland drummer Lori Barbero, one of Bob’s close friends, sobbed through a reading of the Lord’s Prayer. Afterwards, people stood up and told “Bob stories,” among them the young musicians he’d worked with after the Replacements.


Ray Reigstad had played with Bob for five years in Static Taxi, the band that had given Stinson new life after the heartbreak of his Replacements exit. (“That was like his new family,” said Barbero. “They were all like brothers, and they treated him really wonderfully. It covered up the sore spot.”) “It was the only time I was ever laughing and crying at the same time in my life,” said Reigstad. Mike Leonard, who shared an apartment and a group, the Bleeding Hearts, with Bob for several years before his passing, recalled, “It was such a rock-and-roll funeral. Every musician that knew him was there paying their respects.”


Anita Stinson sat stoically through it all. She’d been gripped by terror when she got the call about Bob a few nights earlier. “Then that passed. I don’t think I got sad until, I bet, a month after the funeral . . . before the sadness and missing Bobby really hit me,” she said. As she accepted condolences and sympathy, heard and felt the stories’ emotion, a peculiar pride seized her: “As hard as Bobby had it, he did amazing things. He was loved by a lot of people.”


Bob’s sister Lonnie would remember “sadness, because you’d always hoped for more for him,” she said. “And guilt, especially because of the way we were raised, what happened to us as kids, and feeling like I could’ve made a difference, or changed him somehow. And yet . . . there was relief that maybe his torture is over.”


“The one thing I know when he died, and that was pretty immediate, was that he was safer,” said Tommy. “He had a hard fucking time. He had a hard existence, just trying to be a human.”


Up front, near the casket, was Bob’s ex-wife Carleen and their six-year-old son, Joey. Bob’s only child was a quadriplegic with cerebral palsy, unable to walk or talk. “But Joe was always very receptive to Bob, and he loved taking Joe around,” said Carleen. “When Joe saw his dad at the funeral, he just reached out for his hand like he always did. He squeezed that great big hand of his. And when he didn’t squeeze back, he knew his dad was gone.”


A few rows behind, Paul Westerberg hung his head and wiped away tears. “I went downstairs for a cigarette, ’cause I couldn’t bear it,” he said. Westerberg had been vilified when Bob had been fired from the band; the pall was especially heavy now.


As he stood smoking, a couple girls who’d known Bob in his final days approached him. “They made a point to come down and talk to me. They said, ‘Bob loved you. Whenever he asked you for anything, he said you always gave it to him.’ For those girls to seek me out and tell me that . . . I was like, ‘Let the world think I’m a villain as long as I know what Bob thought and felt.’


“I knew we didn’t hate each other. We were close and I loved him. He was Tommy’s brother, but he was my brother too. And when he died, it all made us feel that much more vulnerable.”


As the service concluded, Paul called to Carleen. He leaned in and whispered to her in a broken voice: “We were just kids. We didn’t know shit. We were . . . just kids.”









       PART I Jail, Death, or Janitor




 






[We were] miscreants who had no other choice, had no other road out. We were one of the few, the chosen, you know? It’s either this or . . . jail, death, or janitor.


PAUL WESTERBERG
















CHAPTER 1


Bob Stinson had dangerous bloodlines. His mother, Anita, came from Excelsior, Minnesota, twenty outside of Minneapolis on Lake Minnetonka. Her father, Ernest Martin Hafner, was the first mystery in the family. “All I know is he left home when he was fifteen and started riding the rails,” said Anita.


Hafner spent time in the Navy and then settled near Lake Minnetonka, where he met his wife, Virginia Lebens, born 1919 in Shakopee. Her family was Dutch and Polish, and big drinkers. “I have a family genealogy that traces to the 1840s or something,” said Anita. “And every single relation was a drunk.”


Virginia Lebens also battled mental health issues, problems that would intensify among later generations of the family. Two of Bob Stinson’s cousins would commit suicide by hanging, one at the age of ten, the other at seventeen.


Ernest and Virginia had seven kids. Anita was the second oldest, born April 3, 1942, following big brother Tom and ahead of Mary, Eugene, Rosie, and twins Ronnie and Rita. Ernest was superintendent of the Water and Sewer Department of Excelsior; despite his fancy title, the Hafners led a modest existence. “Dad tried to feed seven of us on his little salary,” said Anita. “We weren’t poor, but it wasn’t easy, I’m sure.”


Anita was a fourteen-year-old eighth-grader when she met Neil Stinson at a dance. Some fifty years after the fact, she had difficulty recalling their initial spark: “Beats the bejeebers out of me. Can’t help you there.”


Granite-jawed, black eyes, dark crew cut, Neil wasn’t bad-looking—the strong, silent type. He was an introverted high school dropout; he was also functionally illiterate.


Neil’s family history was no less complicated than the Hafners’. Born in 1939 and raised in Mound, Minnesota, Neil was the fifth child of ten. His father disappeared early; his mother was such a severe alcoholic that the state eventually took her children away. Some were adopted, and some were put in foster care; those who were of age, or close, were left to fend for themselves.


After running away from foster homes a couple times, Neil moved in with his older sister Ruthie. Her husband, a roofer, taught him the trade, and Neil Stinson remained a roofer the rest of his life. His only other interests were hunting, fishing, and drinking.


Neil and Anita started going steady. “I was still in Catholic school then—I used to skip catechism class on Monday nights to meet him,” she said. In the spring of 1959, she got pregnant. “My family being Catholic, they didn’t talk about s-e-x. I hardly knew what was going on.” She quit Minnetonka High and accepted Neil’s shotgun marriage proposal.


On December 17, 1959, she went into labor. Since neither Excelsior nor Mound had a hospital, the baby was delivered one town over in Waconia. “Neil drove me there, then he left and got drunk with my brother for three days,” said Anita. “The only thing I remember is they put a mask on my face and when I woke up it was three days later and I had a kid. Then they tell you, ‘Now you have to nurse him.’ I was like, ‘What are you talking about?’”


Her firstborn son, Robert Neil Stinson, had blond hair, blue eyes, and a sweet disposition. “Bob was a prince, just a prince,” said Anita. A couple months later, Anita was pregnant again. In November 1960, she gave birth to a daughter, Lonnie. “Because we were so close in age, me and Bobby were almost like twins,” said Lonnie. “We were real close growing up.”


Not yet eighteen, Anita struggled to care for her young ones. “I was a child, trying to raise two children. It was overwhelming,” she said. What little social life she had revolved around drinking. “My parents took Bobby and Lonnie and said, ‘It’s time you got drunk.’ So that’s what I did. I was drunk for two days. That was the culture.” Over time Anita, too, became an alcoholic.


Despite the children, their marriage was soon failing. Neil was a heavy drinker and tightfisted. He was also emotionally distant, particularly toward his son. When Bob was three, Anita said, “Neil was outside working on his car and Bobby went to be around him. Neil literally picked him up by the britches and ran him back into the house and told me: ‘Take care of this kid.’ I thought, That’s your son too. There was no feeling there. Poor Bobby, it started young with him, when he was first rejected. I don’t know why that scene sticks in my mind so much, but it does. It’s still difficult. When I saw the way that was going, how Neil was, it just led me to think: I gotta get out of this mess.”


The couple separated in 1963. Anita got a job waitressing at Skippers Café in Excelsior. “Neil wouldn’t give me any money for child support,” she said. “We went to court over that. Being a roofer, he was making fairly good money. The judge asked him what he did with it. He said: ‘I pay for groceries and rent, and I pay for my drinking and it’s gone.’”


Anita looked west for an escape route. “My brother Tom had been in the Marines, stationed in San Diego, and he just raved about the place. It sounded like there was opportunity there. And I wanted to travel. I wanted to see new things.” It was a major leap of faith: other than a few trips to Minneapolis, Anita had barely been out of her hometown.


“Leaving was an act of salvation and desperation,” said Lonnie. “She didn’t want to continue to live in a family of major dysfunction. Deep inside of her was that little piece of healthy rebellion. Her saying, ‘I’m not going to live this unhappy, suppressed life that you tell me I’m supposed to.’”


In December 1964, Anita forged Neil’s signature on his tax return check, went to the Supervalu in Excelsior—where the clerks knew her—and cashed it. She had fifty bucks, two little kids, and three train tickets. They hopped aboard the Twin Star Rocket and headed for the Golden State.
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When he finally noticed his wife and kids had disappeared without a word, Neil Stinson made some cursory efforts to locate them. “I think he called my mom’s brother Tom to get ahold of us,” said Lonnie. “I don’t know that he ever found out where we were.” Neil wouldn’t bother much more than that—in fact, he would not communicate with his two children for another decade. Anita never filed for divorce; technically, they remained married.


In San Diego, Anita and the kids settled into a little cottage near the ocean. First she was a receptionist for a rug cleaners; then she saw an ad for a job at Lyman’s Pizza & Bar, on C Street in downtown San Diego, a popular hangout for Navy and Marine men from the nearby ports and bases.


“I was a go-go dancer,” said Anita. “We’d dance to a jukebox. I guess it would be comparable to Hooters nowadays. I wore go-go boots and a bikini. It was fun.” It certainly beat slinging hash at Skippers Café in Excelsior.


Pert and pretty, Anita was popular among Lyman’s clientele. “At Christmas, the whole side of the bar was filled with toys for my kids [that] the sailors had brought.” Among them was a Kenner Close ’N Play record player that Bob claimed.


Life in San Diego was idyllic. “We’d go to the beach, catching starfish off the rocks, trapping crabs,” said Lonnie. “Bobby loved the water.”


Sun and sand, freedom and excitement—the move west had delivered Anita’s dream of finding a better future for herself and her family. But she would soon give up the liberated lifestyle, only to settle down again.


[image: ]


Everyone at Lyman’s knew him as Nick, the bartender. He was a shade under six feet, with jet-black hair and Gallic features. “He looked like a total Frenchman,” Anita Stinson would recall of the man she spent much of the next decade with.


His full given name was Neely Horton Griffin. His people had been among the early Irish and French settlers of Glascock County, Georgia, in the mid-1800s. His forefathers fought on the Confederate side during the Civil War, but could do little to stop William Sherman’s Union forces from scything through their home county. After the war, the Griffins remained in the area, farming the land for a couple more generations, until the Great Depression hit.


Born February 13, 1932, Nick moved to Cloud Lake, Florida, as a child, living there until he was nineteen, then joining the Marines during the Korean conflict. He trained at Parris Island and Camp Lejeune, but never made it overseas. Instead, he ended up at Camp Matthews outside San Diego, serving barely seven months before being discharged in 1952. He stayed in San Diego and eventually landed at Lyman’s.


Griffin also had a musical streak. “He did play drums, but not professionally,” Anita recalled. “He putzed around with them, I don’t know where, but he had played.”


Ten years older than Anita, Nick had been married twice and had three children from the first relationship. His boys, Billy and Alan, were grown, though another daughter, Linda, was still around in the midsixties, when he and Anita met. They were involved casually, then more seriously, and she and her children moved in with him. “I was raised in that era where there had to be a man in your life or you couldn’t do anything,” she said. “You couldn’t even write a check—that’s not a joke. You couldn’t go into a bank and open your own account.”


Griffin didn’t care for Anita’s kids, Bob in particular. Nick worked nights, slept and relaxed during the day, and didn’t want a six-year-old boy tearing around his home. “Bob was always told he couldn’t come in the house,” said Lonnie. “So he’d go out and wander the beach or the canyons nearby.”


The record player he’d gotten for Christmas offered a whole other world to explore. “He would save his money and buy these little 45 records of the Beatles,” said Lonnie. “Bobby and I would wander downtown and go to record stores.”


It didn’t take long for Anita to realize that she’d made a mistake: Nick was a drunk and a degenerate gambler whose moods swung with the betting results. The affair might have ended early on, except in the winter of 1966 she got pregnant.


Their son, Thomas Eugene, was born on October 6, 1966. Anita named him after her two brothers, but because of her marital status, the boy was given the Stinson last name.


Tommy Stinson would inherit his father Nick’s features—round-tipped nose, triangular jaw—but got his mother’s coloring and bright personality. “As a baby, he was a joy,” said Anita. “He had charisma from early on. You could tell from the look in his eye when he was little, he was full of spit and vinegar.”
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Buried in the archives of the Minnesota Juvenile Court is a thick case file on Bob Stinson from the early 1970s. In the section focusing on his early life, there’s a one-paragraph description that sums up his decade living with Nick Griffin:


During the ten years that Mrs. Stinson lived with her boyfriend, Nick, Bobby was subjected to both physical and mental abuse at Nick’s hands. . . . Nick was an irascible man who singled Bobby out for abuse. She estimates he beat Bobby with a belt approximately once a month. Bobby was the family scapegoat. His sister, Lonnie, was a family favorite. Bobby must have felt like an outsider in his own family and he freely admits that he hated Nick. It was probably during these years that he retreated into fantasy. According to his mother he never had any really close friends, which seems to indicate that distrust was an early component of his personality structure.


What the report didn’t reveal was that for much of those ten years Nick Griffin was also abusing both Bob and Lonnie in far more serious ways.


“It was physical and sexual and verbal for both of us,” said Lonnie. “With me, it was more the sexual and Bobby more the verbal. But all of it, for sure: I caught him [molesting] Bobby when we were real young. But I only caught him once. So I don’t know how long or how extensive it was.”


Both children kept silent, largely out of fear—that they wouldn’t be believed, that they were the ones doing wrong.


At the time Anita was totally unaware; it went on while she was away at work. “You look back and you go, ‘God, how could I have not known?’” said Anita. “You feel like you failed.”


Griffin, who died in 1989, was possibly a serial child molester. Though he was never charged with any sex crimes, the Los Angeles County sheriff once held Griffin for a weekend in 1967 for loitering suspiciously near a grade school. “When he got back, he told me straight out that he’d been in jail because ‘they thought I was watching kids in the schoolyard,’” recalled Anita. “Why the heck didn’t that mean anything to me?”


Griffin’s sexual abuse of the children started when Bob was only seven. “I know exactly in my mind the first time,” said Anita. “I had been at work the night before and Nick was off. It had to have happened then, because the next day he was different. He wasn’t Bobby anymore.


“That night we were having dinner, and Bobby couldn’t eat. Then he started throwing up. He ended up throwing up all over the place. Lonnie and I took him to the doctor. He was throwing up nothing but bile. He had no fever, nothing. The doctor could not find a thing wrong with him.”


Compounding the physical trauma was Griffin’s belittling of Bob, in private and in front of the family. “Bobby never felt like he was worth anything because Nick always told him he wasn’t,” said Lonnie. “He grew up, even into his twenties and thirties, believing that. What hurts the most is what he did to my relationship with Bobby. We were tight until Nick came along. I was kept in the house, and Bobby was forced outside. That’s the part of my life that I hate the most, what he did to us. And I know my mom: she’ll probably take that to her grave.”


Beyond their frequent verbal arguments, Nick was sometimes physically abusive toward Anita as well. She tried to end their relationship several times. “She’d leave him and she’d go back to him, leave him and go back to him,” said Lonnie. “I think she knew in her heart it wasn’t the right thing, but she didn’t know how to not be there.”
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In 1969, Nick Griffin’s mother died. He decided to move back to Florida and pledged to make a fresh start there with Anita and the kids. Eventually he got a job bartending at the Ramada Inn. Anita started working for Howard Johnson’s on Okeechobee Road. They got an apartment on M Street in West Palm Beach.


Initially, things were stable, relatively speaking. The couple had a daughter, Lisa—whom Nick favored most—in 1971. “Lisa was the only child that I ever saw him be even a touch nurturing with,” said Anita. Not so Bobby and Lonnie, who were reaching adolescence. “We tried not to have friends, we didn’t want to bring them home because of Nick,” said Lonnie. “I was in the house taking care of Tommy or Lisa, and Bobby was outside most of the time.”


Nick began taking fewer bartending shifts and tried to earn his living instead as a gambler betting on greyhounds at the Palm Beach Kennel Club. Only in his early forties, he’d already developed emphysema because of heavy smoking. He was prone to dark rages, or worse.


Anita had become the family’s main breadwinner. She served as a hostess for PGA Tour events as well as the fairly lucrative Howard Johnson’s gig. “I made big tips, sometimes a hundred bucks a night—which was amazing back then,” she said. Anita began socking the money away, eventually saving enough for down payments on a new car and a three-bedroom trailer home—but the banks wouldn’t guarantee her loans, so everything was put in Nick’s name.


Despite this new stability, Bob had started ditching classes in sixth grade and ran away for short periods of time. Once, he broke into a house and vandalized it. None of it came to the attention of the juvenile authorities.


Bob also developed into a bit of a shut-in, holing up in his room to avoid his drunken stepfather and to listen to and play music—first the Beatles and the Jackson 5, then the era’s wilder rock artists he’d developed an adolescent affection for, in particular the albino blues guitarist Johnny Winter. Bob badgered his mother to buy him a guitar for Christmas; the instrument quickly became an obsession. “It was nothing for him to sit and plunk away at his guitar for eight, nine hours,” said Lonnie. “That was his escape.”


From there Bob found his way to prog rock and the band Yes, whose guitarist Steve Howe became his musical idol. The band’s top 20 hit from 1972, “Roundabout,” featuring Howe’s furious electric runs and atonal soloing, would exert a profound influence on Bob’s playing. He put together a couple of bands with neighborhood kids, staging some shows at the clubhouse of the trailer court. “Bob was only twelve or thirteen,” said Lonnie, “but because he had such a passion, he would find people around him who would play.”


In November 1973, Anita’s father died. Ernest Hafner had left his wife and family not long after Anita had bolted for California. He spent a decade living and drinking in Colorado, then succumbed to cirrhosis.


“When Daddy died, it just dawned on me: ‘What’s left of my family is in Minnesota,’” said Anita. Her mother, Virginia, had relocated to Minneapolis. Their relationship was strained, but things with Nick had so deteriorated that Anita was considering every escape route.


An attorney informed Anita that her common-law relationship with Nick wouldn’t be recognized by the state. She would have to battle for everything she wanted in court. But she was ready to cut her losses.


As Nick grew drunker and more belligerent than usual over the 1973 holiday season he raised his hand to Anita again. “I’d already told him, ‘If you ever touch me again, I’m gone.’”


This time she meant it. Anita bought a couple of sea trunks and waited until she knew Nick would be gone for the night. Then she threw everything she could fit into them, gathered her four children, and fled to the Greyhound station.


“I had this one train with a little battery pack. That was my favorite toy,” said Tommy. “It was so tight getting out of there that I couldn’t bring that. And it was a thing I could’ve put in my pocket. It was like: ‘We gotta go now.’” Bob was even more upset: “My mom made him leave his fucking guitar,” said Tommy.


Bob and Lonnie, thankfully, would never see Nick Griffin again. But the damage he’d caused would not disappear. “My sister, she grew up and worked through all the shit my father did to her,” said Tommy. “But my brother . . . he was such a broken kid at such a young age. He never really got past it.”









CHAPTER 2


Paul Harold Westerberg was a child of the 1950s, just barely. The second son of Harold Robert Westerberg and Mary Louise Philipp, he hit the sheets on December 31, 1959, though he wasn’t due for a few more days. “My ma always told me that she flipped a mattress that day to hurry up the process—so I would make it there in time to be a tax deduction,” said Paul. Years later, in the song “Bastards of Young,” he’d write: “Income tax deduction / One hell of a function.”


His father Hal was born in 1918, the oldest of Robert Westerberg and Margaret Harris’s six boys, and spent his first year in South Dakota before the family resettled in Minneapolis. “I don’t remember a whole lot of him talking about his youth,” said Paul of his father. “We’ve got a picture of him when he was four. Then it’s pretty much blank until he hits the service.”


Hal’s passion was golf; he was a zero handicap as an amateur and played in regional tournaments. “He had illusions that he would be a professional golfer,” said Paul. “That was his love and what he wanted to pursue.” But after college came World War II, and Hal never got a chance to fulfill his dream.


The war deeply affected the Westerberg family: Hal’s younger brother Billy was killed at Iwo Jima in the spring of 1944, and Hal fought in the Normandy Invasion that June. “He got off the boat and there was thousands of guys blown to bits,” said Paul. “They had to walk through all the carcasses. It probably wrecked every guy who saw that for the rest of their lives.”


After a few scotches, Hal would let slip that his particular duty had been to walk among the corpses of the fallen soldiers, collecting dog tags and personal items and prying wedding rings off bloated fingers to send to their wives and families back home. But otherwise, he didn’t speak about the war. Hal was tight-lipped, period: “He was never a great communicator via words,” said his son. “It was always a twinkle of the eye, or a roll of the eyes. He’s a very smart guy. He’s just quiet.”


So were the Westerbergs generally. Primarily of Swedish and Finnish ancestry, with some Scotch and English blood added later, they became farmers and railroad workers in America. What showbiz there was came from Paul’s mother, Mary Louise Philipp, who was German and Prussian on one side, Austrian on the other, and Catholic going back many generations.


Her brothers were musicians: Paul Philipp was a part-time trombonist (and full-time bus driver), and Bob Philipp was a pianist, first with his own band and then as a lounge entertainer working in downtown Minneapolis. Mary Lou also played a little piano: “I knew every word to every song that ever came out in my day,” she said.


After his discharge, Hal returned to Minneapolis and worked at a department store. Nearly thirty, he was ruggedly handsome with dark hair and piercing eyes. He spied Mary Lou at the Minnesota State Fair in 1948, where her brother was playing a gig. “I had wanted to go to a baseball game, but my mother said, ‘For once in your life you’re going with your family,’” recalled Mary Lou. She was a ravishing twenty-four-year-old with warm features and a knowing smile, and Hal asked her to dance. They married later that year. A year after that, in 1949, she gave birth to Anne, the first of their five children; Julie followed in 1951, then Philipp in 1954. Paul and Mary came five and then eight years later.


Hal spent the bulk of his life in the auto business, mainly working for Warren Cadillac in Golden Valley. But he was inherently cynical about the business world, something he bred into Paul. “He’d come home and tell me, ‘There’s larceny in every salesman’s heart.’ Things like that stuck with me.” So did the dealer-demo Cadillac Hal drove, which, Paul recalled, “always had a sticker in the window: FOR SALE.”


Paul’s first years were spent at 3734 Pleasant Avenue, kitty-corner from the Church of the Incarnation, where Hal and Mary Lou had been married. It was known as the Cathedral in the Pines, a working-class, Catholic, heavily Irish South Minneapolis neighborhood where the Westerbergs were surrounded by Patricks, Gallaghers, and Malarkeys. The house was within eyesight of the Catholic school that Paul attended until he was a teenager.


One of Westerberg’s childhood friends was a roughneck named Scotty Williams. Williams came from a “wild-ass family of nine boys, who’d all served in the Marines,” he recalled. Scotty was Paul’s bad-boy buddy, his corrupting influence from an early age. “Me and Scotty smoked our first cigarettes in kindergarten, used an old Marine helmet for an ashtray,” he said. “Nobody over at his house gave a shit.”


A number of neighborhood kids played music, including Kevin Patrick, a gifted drummer who’d later join the Prince-affiliated band Mazarati. One of Paul’s schoolmates was Jimmy Mars, whose little brother Chris played drums too. “Chris was a couple years younger, which at that age is an eternity,” said Paul. “I didn’t really know him, but I was always aware of him.”


In 1965 the Westerbergs moved nearby to 4126 Garfield Avenue—a stately four-bedroom, three-level, prairie-style home with a wrought-iron fence. “My dad couldn’t really afford it,” said Paul. “But people would see the car and the house and go, ‘Aha, your dad’s rich.’ I used to be embarrassed by that.”


Mary Lou had instigated the move—her younger sister Peggy had married well, to a man rumored, only half-jokingly, to be mob-connected. (This same “uncle” later gave Paul amps and PAs from various nightclubs he was involved in.) “There was pressure for my dad,” recalled Paul. “I think my mom was always pressing him, ’cause her younger sister had this and had that. So he tried to keep up, got a bigger house. When really all he wanted was to play golf and drink beer.”


In the late ’60s, Hal became head salesman at Anoka’s Main Motors—only to return to Warren (later renamed Anderson) Cadillac within a few years. “They demoted him to, like, floor salesman,” said Paul. “Then the seventies hit, with the oil and gas shortage, and he’s stuck pushing these big cars. That’s when times got a little funky.”


Hal had already lost a chunk of money chasing his golf dreams when his daughter Julie went to work selling investment property in Arizona—an operation fronted by singer Pat Boone—and he decided to invest. “Basically my dad bought a fucking hunk of desert,” Paul said. “He got hornswoggled.” By the early seventies, Mary Lou was forced to get a job at a bank while Paul was in high school—“Probably to pay for my Catholic school education, which I’d end up throwing down the drain.”


The Westerbergs and Philipps had always been big boozing families: “My cousins, my aunts, uncles, whichever side of the family,” said Paul, “whenever they got together, they’d break out the liquor.” For Hal, though, it was more than a social lubricant: “Like a junkie who needs it just to get straight,” said Paul, “he’d have a couple quick belts when he got home. And then would drink until he’d go to sleep. But then every morning he was fairly chipper and ready to go.”


Hal’s problem was spoken of fairly openly. “My mom would say that on a regular basis: ‘Such is life with an alcoholic,’” said Paul. “Not that she was teetotal by any means, but she could function without it.” There was no violence in the house (apart from once when Hal disciplined Paul for “bugging my sister . . . he knocked me down and felt bad right away”), but his parents’ moods and emotions vacillated. “My dad was depressed. My mother was anxious,” said Paul. “A swell combination there.”


When Paul was thirteen, one of his older sisters dared him to drink a glass of vodka. As he absorbed the drink’s effects, his world changed. “What I felt was immediate release from all anxiety,” he said. “I’d found the elixir of life that makes you calm and fearless. I think that’s the alcoholic trigger. I started at thirteen, and I kept it up. It was in our genes.”
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From a young age, Paul Westerberg had a mind that seemed to work differently.


“It probably has to do with all the blows I took to the head,” he would say, only half-joking.


When he was twenty months old, his sister Anne accidentally whacked him in the noggin with a baseball bat: “Just as my right cerebral cortex was forming,” he said. At nine, swinging on a rope in a junkyard, he fell and cut the left side of his head badly; he was left with a permanently pointy Spock-like ear. “That probably impaired my hearing too—as well as knocking all the math, language, and reasoning out of me.”


In school he sometimes had trouble making sense of words. “I don’t know if you’d classify it as dyslexia,” he said. “But even now, if you wake me up in the morning and have me read something, I turn some of the letters backwards. It forced another part of my brain to grow stronger.”


Much of the memorable inverted imagery in Westerberg’s songs would come from a real place in his mind. “I really do think the opposite of what I’m told. If [someone says,] ‘White sheet rain,’ I think, Black blanket sun. Musically too, I think the opposite of what makes sense sometimes.” Schoolwork became a constant struggle. “I had to work really hard just to be an average student.”


What came naturally was music. Paul never took formal lessons, but he could fiddle with the piano in the house, and his mother would lullaby him with “Hello Mary Lou” and “Come On-a My House.” “I thought my mom wrote those,” he said.


The proximity to his musician uncles also stoked his interest. “We’d go to my Uncle Bob’s at Christmas, and he would play the piano. When it really got good was when the other uncle, Paul, would come over and crack out his trombone and they’d actually play jazz,” he said. “That was pretty exciting to hear in somebody’s living room.”


The Beatles arrived when Paul was five, especially for his older sisters, who watched Ed Sullivan with their friends. “They’re all squealing, ‘Oh, Paul’s so cute!’ It definitely perked me up. Whatever they would’ve looked at—if it’d been Tab Hunter—I probably would have dug that. Fortunately, it was the Beatles and the Rolling Stones.” His older brother Phil hipped him to folk and blues music. Inevitably, Bob Dylan had a formative impact; early on, Westerberg wrote “a vague rip of ‘Mr. Tambourine Man,’ called ‘Mr. Tonic Guy’ or ‘Mr. Tonic Man.’”


Westerberg also absorbed early-seventies AM pop radio, putting a pair of transistor radios to his ears in bed each night. His friend Tommy Byrne’s stepfather owned a bowling alley and would hand over discarded jukebox 45s. “It was pop music, bubblegum,” he recalled, “whatever was a hit in 1970–71”: “Here Comes That Rainy Day Feeling Again” by the Fortunes, “Temptation Eyes” by the Grass Roots, the Jackson 5’s “I’ll Be There,” the Partridge Family’s “I Think I Love You,” even silly novelties like Daddy Dewdrop’s “Chick-A-Boom (Don’t Ya Jes’ Love It).”


He bought his first real records in 1972, picking up Seventh Sojourn by the Moody Blues, mostly to impress his sisters. He also got Never a Dull Moment, the fourth solo LP by Rod Stewart, the laddish, raspy-throated singer for the Faces. Paul would stare at the unusual album cover—Stewart looking bored and deflated, sitting in an armchair—and wear the record out, absorbing its raw, beautiful folk songs and loose-limbed rock numbers. Later, for a couple of days before a session, Paul would shout at the top of his lungs to get Stewart’s huskiness into his voice.


He also fell for the glam rock coming from the United Kingdom circa 1972. “I was a Slade fan all the way. That was, for that one year, year and a half, my favorite thing,” he said. “Parents thought it was asinine. I thought it was exciting.”


Paul was a small kid—and his mother had enrolled him in school earlier than normal—but still played baseball through eighth grade, though the glasses he was prescribed at age nine made it hard to see the ball. “I was always pretty fast. My reflexes were very good. But I was mostly a tenacious benchwarmer. By the time I was ten, I was absorbed in listening to rock-and-roll and trying to get a guitar for years until I got one.” He’d initially wanted to play drums. “My mother’s words of wisdom were: ‘Some musicians can get one girl, but remember: a guitar player always has his pick.’ How right she was.”


He bought his first guitar, a cheap Harmony Sovereign acoustic, off his sister when he was twelve, for $10: “Mowed the lawn about ten times to get it. The neck had gotten so bowed I couldn’t even play a chord. But that was very good. It was almost like exercising with weights on your leg.”


Westerberg wasn’t a natural performer. “If I sang, I’d do it from underneath the table,” he said. “One time, I played a little song for my mom and dad on the guitar, something that I told them I wrote for them, for their anniversary. They looked really embarrassed. That was the last time I ever did that.” Mostly, he devoted himself almost secretly to the instrument. “My plan was to learn the thing and pull it out one day and wow them.”
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By the early seventies, Phil Westerberg had become something of a tear-away, often in trouble with the law. “He was the total black sheep of the family—in jail about five times,” said Paul. “He didn’t really do anything bad. He did stupid things. He definitely ran with some criminal dopes. One time he came home with the bullet holes in his car, all beat up.”


During this period, Paul said, he and his younger sister, Mary, “went under the radar. That was ‘the great distraction’ for my parents. I saw my mom go from happy, when I was young, to very hand-wringing in my early teens. I used to get that ‘don’t turn out like your brother’ shit. I heard that more often than I think was necessary.”


He also heard the music Phil sometimes made. “My brother had friends who were musicians, and I used to hang when they would come home drunk late at night and I would sit and watch them,” he said. “I was taught some shit from a few of his buddies—they were into everything from Zeppelin to bluegrass. So I got a crash course on everything from mandolins to guitar solos.”


Paul would spend years practicing undisturbed. “The guitar became my companion.”









CHAPTER 3


In January of 1974, Anita Stinson and her children arrived from Florida with little more than the clothes on their backs to a freezing Minnesota winter. “I remember how devastated me and Bobby were,” said Lonnie Stinson. “We were sad to leave our friends so suddenly. It was so cold. We didn’t have clothes for that. And we didn’t have money to buy clothes.” They headed to the house of Anita’s mother, Virginia, where the kids were given generation-old hand-me-downs, supplemented with items from Goodwill.


Showing a resilience that would mark his character going forward, seven-year-old Tommy adapted best. “The first thing I remember was waking up for school and walking outside and there was snow up to my shoulders,” he said. “I’d never even seen snow. I remember embracing it.” The move, said Anita, “was the most traumatic for Bobby. As difficult as the situation in Florida was, that’s where his friends were.”


They’d barely been in Minneapolis a couple weeks when Bob, then fifteen, tried to run away back to Florida, hitchhiking all the way to the Iowa border before the cops picked him up. Anita’s brother Gene retrieved him. Years later, in counseling, Bob would admit murderous impulses toward Nick; it’s possible he’d gone to seek revenge.


For the first time in a decade, Bob and Lonnie visited their father, Neil Stinson. It went awkwardly: Neil was still cold and uncommunicative toward his only son. “When they left, Neil gave Lonnie a hug and kiss good-bye,” said Anita. “Bobby wanted a hug and kiss. Neil wanted no part of it. Bobby didn’t go back to see him.”


Bob enrolled in ninth grade at Folwell Junior High and quickly began skipping class, attending forty-one days and missing forty-eight during his first semester. His grades had been average in Florida. In Minneapolis they plummeted: Fs across the board, except for music, where he earned a D. The only bright spot during this period was Kim Jensen, one of Lonnie’s friends—a pretty redhead Bob began dating. She liked the fact that he could play guitar.


After a few months at her mother’s house, Anita rented the upper half of a duplex on Eighteenth Avenue. Bob set up shop in the attic, blasting his stereo and hanging black-light posters. He got a part-time job cooking at Pizza Shack on Lake Street and began to frequent the nearby Suneson Music Center. The owner, Roger Suneson, hosted weekend picking parties and numbered big-name country stars—Merle Haggard, Charley Pride, Dave Dudley—among his clientele. Suneson’s musical bent is probably the reason Bob began playing a Fender Telecaster, a model popular with country players, and he soon amassed several other guitars.


When Bob wasn’t playing in his attic, he’d cruise around Uptown Minneapolis exploring, much as he’d walked the canyons and beaches of California and Florida. The Stinsons’ place was near railroad tracks that he’d walk along while ditching school, alone with his thoughts.


Adult supervision was scarce: Anita worked as a waitress at the Uptown Bar on Hennepin Avenue, a beer joint–cum–private dancer club owned by pharmacist-businessman Frank Toonen. “As a waitress, you would have to dance with the customers,” said Anita. “It floored me. I said, ‘I’m not dancing with that drunk.’ They said: ‘That’s part of your job.’”


After finishing her day shifts, she’d stay on and drink through happy hour. She began seeing an engineer and fellow drinker named Doug McLean. “Doug was mean,” recalled Lonnie. “He was not as harmful as Nick, but he was a jerk. We’d be home alone. It was almost like we had our own apartment.”


Anita and Doug quickly got serious, and she finally decided to file for divorce from Neil Stinson in order to marry McLean. This did not sit well with her oldest son. “Bob’s impression of any man was going to be negative,” said Anita.


Later, Bob would tell a social worker that he “gets so angry at Mr. McLean that he would like to beat him up with a baseball bat.” Such threats carried a real weight: Bob may have been a child emotionally, but he’d quickly grown into a strapping five-foot-nine and 160 pounds.


His behavior was becoming disturbing. In the summer of 1974, he got angry at Lonnie and a group of friends and shut himself in his room. The kids wanted him to come out, but he didn’t want to face them, so he jumped out of the second-floor window to escape. Another time he jumped off a railroad bridge onto a moving train. He avoided serious injury both times.


Early that September, Kim broke up with Bob. He was devastated at losing the one good thing to happen to him in Minneapolis. “He didn’t have the coping skills to get through that grieving and pain,” said Lonnie.


There is some suggestion in Bob’s welfare report that he may have tried to commit suicide during this period and was hospitalized as a result. Those portions are largely redacted; neither Anita nor Lonnie recalled any specific incident. What is clear, however, is that Bob was cutting himself with a razor, “playing tic-tac-toe on his arms.”


In October, he began to turn violent toward his siblings. He hit Tommy and chased him around the house with a butcher knife. Bob insisted he was only “playing around.” He also threatened Lonnie and tore up her yearbook, then tried to set fire to the bathroom. Anita told Bob’s assigned social worker that he “showed no emotion except anger” and never cried. The welfare report noted that Bob had also smashed all of his guitars: “[He] takes his anger out on himself as well as others.”


Something needed to be done. On October 15, Anita took him to the St. Joseph’s Boys’ Home, dropping him off there with no real explanation. Bob thought he was being punished for skipping school. It would later transpire that the decision was largely Doug McLean’s. “If you were my kid, I would have done this a long time ago,” he told Bob on the drive to the home. In fact, McLean had contacted a caseworker he knew there personally.


Bob was left at St. Joseph’s for a week with no contact with his family. Scared and confused, he was assigned to a welfare agent from Hennepin County’s family counseling service named Margarette Appleby.


She contacted the family, and after some back and forth, Anita finally agreed to bring Bob home. Appleby conducted counseling sessions with him and his mother, and things seemed to improve for a time. But after a few months the erratic behavior came back.


In February 1975, Bob got into a fight with Tommy and threatened to burn the house down. Around that time, Doug McLean moved in—he and Anita would marry in April—and promptly got into a physical altercation with Bob, throwing him against a wall. Bob ran away for several days.


“Mr. McLean has a fiery temper of his own, says Bobby hasn’t given him a chance and Bobby baits him,” noted Appleby in her case log. McLean told Appleby: “The only way you can trust [Bob] is to hold a gun on him twenty-four hours a day.” He wanted Bob sent away permanently, committed to the St. Cloud Children’s Home, a teen mental health facility run by the Catholic Charities, until he was eighteen, then to enlist him in the military.


Finally, Lonnie was compelled to tell Anita the real reason her brother had become so out of control and antagonistic. In front of Appleby, Bob’s fourteen-year-old sister revealed to her mother everything Nick Griffin had done—the years of sexual, physical, and mental abuse.


Anita was dumbfounded. “For me, at that age I needed to know she believed me, and the way she responded told me she didn’t,” Lonnie said. “She was in shock. But I took it as she didn’t believe me.”


“I think I believed her,” said Anita. “But I was like ‘Why did you wait to tell me until now?’” Anita had been a victim of Nick’s abuse herself, but Lonnie’s revelations were beyond anything she’d ever considered. Suddenly, all the disconnected clues made sense.


Margarette Appleby asked Anita if the family wanted to prosecute Nick. “I remember that social worker saying, ‘We have a statute of limitations of seven years, so you’ll have to make a decision,’” said Lonnie.


Still reeling from the revelations, the last thing Anita wanted to do was be forced to go back to Florida, or have her kids ever face Nick in court. “I didn’t want my children to ever see him again,” she said. Nick Griffin’s name would never be uttered in the Stinson house again, except at the end of a stream of damnations and curses.
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For Bob, living under the same roof as Doug McLean seemed untenable. The next few months saw more calm broken by spasms of anger and violence between Bob and McLean or his siblings, followed by more self-destructive behavior. At Appleby’s urging, Bob was finally examined by a psychiatrist named Dr. Joel Finkelstein. The specific findings of his examination are unknown, but he did recommend that Bob be placed in a residential treatment center.


In the spring of 1975, Bob was sent to the St. Cloud Children’s Home. Anita resisted, but McLean on one side and Appleby on the other were pushing. “That was the last thing he needed, in my opinion, to be separated from the family,” said Anita.


St. Cloud was an unsecured facility, and Bob ran away four times in just a couple months, hitchhiking across the state for days at a time. He’d also started drinking for the first time and was beginning to steal: shoplifting food from a grocery store, breaking into his grandmother Virginia’s house and taking cash. Then he’d turn himself in to the Minneapolis police.


After another escape in May, the cops returned him to St. Cloud. Supervisors noted that he was still drunk when he arrived. He was assigned to the facility’s substance abuse treatment center—but ran away again. Eight days later, Bob turned up back at his family’s house. His mother and Appleby took him to the Juvenile Center in Minneapolis, where he faced a series of “absenting” charges, and a detention hearing was held.


Bob was sent to the Eastern Region Reception Center for Boys, where for the next few weeks he was observed and given a series of mental and behavioral evaluations. He showed average to below-grade ability in standardized reading and math tests and unwillingness to do his work. It was noted that Bob spent most of his time at the center disengaged, reading rock magazines. Asked about his goals, Bob said he planned to finish high school, but not to attend college: “His only vocational preference is to become a singer and make money.”


After several weeks, it was determined that he was “incorrigible.” A report recommended he be remanded to the State of Minnesota Commissioner of Corrections. Barring some dramatic change, he’d be in the state’s custody until he was twenty-one.


His next stop was Red Wing.
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The State Training School at Red Wing had a notorious reputation as the San Quentin of “juvenile prisons.” Built in 1889, it was a foreboding, castlelike complex on the outskirts of the city of Red Wing, off Highway 61, an hour southeast of Minneapolis. For nearly a century it had been the place where Minnesotan kids guilty of any crime short of murder were sent.


By the time Bob Stinson arrived in the summer of 1975, Red Wing was no longer the draconian penal colony of legend. Beginning in the late sixties, the school’s programs were dramatically modernized, reflecting a more progressive approach to rehabilitating young men. It housed some 500 boys in a series of cottages spread across several hundred acres.


Bob was settled into Red Wing’s Harvard Cottage. Though it was a secured facility, he had no trouble finding his way out, running away again at the end of July, after just two weeks, then again in September. Both times he was caught and returned within a few hours. On his third attempt in October, he disappeared for eight days before being brought back in.


Bob actually told his counselors that he craved the structure that Red Wing provided. What he was escaping was the peer-based rehabilitation program in which he had been placed.


A pioneer in treating troubled youth, Harry Vorrath had created the Positive Peer Culture (PPC) program and implemented it in New Jersey, Kentucky, and Washington, DC, with considerable success. He was brought to Red Wing following a 1968 incident: over a hundred kids staged a mass runaway. PPC, Vorrath wrote in 1974, was “designed to ‘turn around’ a negative youth subculture and mobilize the power of the peer group in a productive manner . . . in group sessions and day-to-day activities.” Unlike most traditional treatment approaches, PPC did “not ask whether a person wants to receive help but whether he’d be willing to give help. As the person gives and becomes of value to others he increases his own feelings of worthiness and builds a positive self-concept.”


But Vorrath’s “positive caring behavior” system did not serve Bob well. “When discussing things he often grimaces or displays a nervous sort of smile, and this frequently leads to confrontations with his peers as they think he is laughing at them when he is not,” ran a report on Stinson from the summer of 1975. Rather than be a helpful force among his peers, Bob was more inclined to play the clown: “Bob will act foolish and get others to act foolish as well in an attempt to be accepted,” noted his group leader Michael Kilen.


What disturbed Bob most was having to his discuss his problems with the other boys: “He has only reluctantly told the life story and even then has made his difficulties appear relatively inconsequential.” Instead, he’d disappear into his room and obsessively practice guitar, deconstructing the playing on Johnny Winter’s Saints & Sinners or Yes’s Fragile with single-minded focus.


In recent decades, doctors and researchers have found that music therapy and its unique features can help emotionally disturbed children, particularly the survivors of sexual abuse. For Bob, those Johnny Winter and Yes licks were an essential self-therapy. The Red Wing counselors simply saw music as a distraction.


Twelve months in, it was clear to his counselors that Bob was making no appreciable progress at Red Wing. Nor was he ready to go back to his family. Instead, the authorities tried to place him in a Minneapolis group home where he might get more individualized attention.


To celebrate his release, Bob and several other boys gave themselves homemade tattoos. “Me and three other guys sat with a bottle of Indian ink and a sewing needle,” said Bob, who tattooed LUV HER—an homage to his ex, Kim Jensen—on his left forearm, and his initials, B.S., along with a trio of mysterious arrows, on his right.


In May 1976, Bob was formally granted parole from Red Wing and committed to Freeport West, on Twenty-Seventh Avenue in southeast Minneapolis. He was enrolled at the Portland Transitional School to ease his move back to high school. Bob also began one-on-one counseling sessions. More and more, his case file would acknowledge the guitar as a possible path to a more stable future.


“It has been suggested that Bob’s ability or potential ability be evaluated so that he can be encouraged or discouraged appropriately,” one progress report guardedly noted. “If he had some potential and maintains the interest, it would seem reasonable to arrange guitar lessons.”
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Robert Flemal first laid eyes on Bob Stinson as he stood on the flat roof of the Freeport West house, wailing on guitar, eyes closed. That guy plays pretty good, thought Flemal. I hope he ends up being my roommate, so he can show me how to play.


Born in Michigan and raised in Bob’s hometown of Mound, Minnesota, Flemal had been a teenage truant and thief. “I got caught stealing a car,” he said. “My dad just said he was gonna let the state deal with me. So I ended up in Red Wing.” Late in the summer of 1976, Flemal was paroled to Freeport West. He and Bob would room together. “I felt there was a reason we were put together,” said Flemal. “We both needed music to keep us sane. Bob was like a twin brother. Our birthdays were only a few days apart.”


Stinson and Flemal were among a dozen kids living at Freeport, which required its residents to attend school, get jobs, and take part in loosely structured group activities. For a time, Bob and Robert both attended Marshall University High School. Flemal graduated; Bob dropped out. In the fall of 1976, Stinson got a dishwashing gig at Mama Rosa’s, an Italian joint in Dinkytown near the University of Minnesota, and Flemal was soon working there too. “We started saving our money and spending it on musical instruments,” said Flemal.


Together they’d haggle deals at Suneson’s. “We could put down a hundred bucks on a seven-hundred-dollar guitar and [Roger Suneson] let us take it home,” said Flemal, who picked out a Gibson SG. “Before long we were playing up a storm.”


Bob would teach Flemal the rudiments and show him tricks. “He would take the needle and set it down on a record and learn a couple licks,” said Flemal. “And take it back and set it down again and learn more. He was really dedicated.”


Freeport was supposed to be a chemical-free group home, but, said Flemal, “we took acid, smoked pot, tripped on LSD. I remember getting some angel dust. I took a couple hits and it laid me out. Bob did it and he liked it. There was nothing he didn’t like, I don’t think.”


Flemal also recalled that Bob drank secretly and heavily. “There [were] mornings I couldn’t believe he was drinking first thing. I was like, ‘It’s way too early for that crap.’” Bob was busted several times at Freeport and forced to quit his job at Mama Rosa’s as punishment. He eventually got back on track and returned to the restaurant full-time.


Flemal and Stinson decided to start a band together. “None of us had any religion in our lives. Music was our religion,” said Flemal. Determined to get back home, Bob focused on convincing Freeport West’s counselors that he was ready for release. Part of that meant a rapprochement with his family. He began counseling sessions with his mother.


There were dark, difficult moments together as Bob and his mother discussed the years of abuse at Nick Griffin’s hands. “During one of the counseling sessions at Freeport House, I asked Bobby, ‘How did you feel?’” recalled Anita. Bob replied, she said, “If I’d had a gun, I’d have blown his head off.”


Anita’s marriage to Doug McLean had been short-lived—another controlling alcoholic who lost his job and then lost the plot. With McLean gone, Anita agreed to take Bob back. “He seemed to be more independent,” said Anita. “He wanted to be part of the family, but only to a point.”


Bob asked his mother to let Flemal live with them. Flemal didn’t want to return to his own family in Mound. “I saw nothing to gain living back home and living under my dad’s rules,” he said. “I just wanted to have my hair long, play music, and nobody tell me what to do. And Anita, she was willing to take me in.”


Bob was paroled from Freeport in the summer of 1977 and quickly proved he’d changed. “Bob’s mother is thrilled because Bob is getting along fine at home with the family and fitting in very well,” noted Minnesota Department of Corrections agent J. Robinson.


That December, Robinson recommended a satisfactory discharge for Bob on his eighteenth birthday. “Bob has . . . not simply ‘not been caught’ or made superficial changes. His changes appear to be deep and integrated into his personality so are more likely to last.”


Robert Neil Stinson’s final juvenile report—case number 20937-A—also mentioned his new band. “He is still heavy into his music, has a group formed and hopes to perform when he feels good enough,” wrote Robinson. “Others say he is good enough already.”









CHAPTER 4


The Academy of the Holy Angels in Richfield, a first-tier suburb just south of South Minneapolis, had been an all-girls school for most of its first century. Founded in 1877 as an institution of learning for fledgling nuns, it became a private day school in 1931. It began admitting boys in 1972. Paul Westerberg was a member of the second class that included males. “I was a little hesitant to go ’cause it had been all-girls,” he said. “But that also meant there was gonna be a lot of chicks there.”


Most of the students were from Richfield, a solidly working- and middle-class area. Though none of his classmates’ families owned lake homes like the “cake eaters” of fancier enclaves like Edina, Westerberg still felt slightly disconnected from them. He was a city kid and they were suburbanites, even though the distinction was a matter of a couple miles.


Other than the standard Catholic school uniform—white shirts and brown slacks, no exceptions—Holy Angels offered a fairly liberal environment. The staff was mostly laypeople; there were just a handful of nuns left, and the only priest was the principal. When Westerberg arrived, the school had gone to a modular scheduling system that gave students long, leisurely gaps between classes on an open campus.


Holy Angels also accepted troubled kids from other schools, mostly alcohol and drug offenders. “They sent these users from the inner city to come hang out with us, thinking us good Catholic kids would rub off on them,” said Westerberg. “But they rubbed off on us.” Pot was easy to find, and students regularly toked up on the campus’s fringes.


Despite its laxity, Westerberg chafed at Holy Angels. His grades, good through junior high, fell dramatically. “I literally went from getting As in ninth grade to Bs in tenth, to Cs, Ds, and Fs by eleventh grade,” he said. “It was the worst four years of my life.” Westerberg’s academic struggles were partly due to worsening eyesight. “By the time I was fourteen, I couldn’t see the blackboard. And I didn’t want to wear my glasses.” It was also the chief reason he chose not to learn to drive: “I knew I’d be the first one to ram a car into a tree.”


Paul was convinced music was his destiny. “I learned about rock-and-roll secondhand through magazines,” he said. “I was weaned on critics. I read every issue of Creem, Rolling Stone, Crawdaddy!—I never saw bands until I was [playing] in one.”


As a freshman, Westerberg won a radio call-in contest. “For the prize, you had a choice: they’d give you some albums or a couple hours of free recording time, and play your song on the air.” Westerberg chose the latter, taking the bus to a small downtown studio with his guitar. “I recorded an acoustic song, an instrumental that I made up. I put a little harmonica on top and a little mandolin, which I didn’t really know how to play, but I was very good at Brian Jonesing shit.” A week later the song made its debut on the station. “I listened with my sister and my mom and Diane Martini, the girl next door. Of course, they never played my thing again.”


The Harmony Sovereign acoustic that Paul bought off his sister had outlived its usefulness by the time he was fifteen. One day in his brother’s attic bedroom, Westerberg had a fit and smashed it—the first guitar he destroyed.


Though he’d learned to play in a folksy style, Paul jumped to an electric guitar—a used black Stratocaster he played through a battered forty-watt Carvin amplifier.


“I used to play really loud,” he said. “One day the woman down the block left a bunch of instructional books on the doorstep, rang the bell, and ran off. It was sort of a hint.” Paul took it: “I read enough and learned enough, about jazz even. I wanted to learn all that shit and then forget it and do my own thing.”


Though he was relatively small—a wiry five-foot-seven—Paul’s hands were perfectly suited for the instrument: he had long, thick fingers with unusually large fingertips. His deficiencies, however, would define his playing style: he had congenitally malformed pinkies that curved dramatically toward his fourth fingers, a condition known as clinodactyly. “I was born that way, though for years I thought my brother had broken them: ‘Look what Phil did to me!’”


Westerberg’s real limitation was his elbows. The ulnar nerves in both arms had been problematic from a young age and hampered his fretting flexibility. “Every time I bend my arm it hurts. So I had to find a guitar style where I didn’t have to move around so much,” he said. What he found was “more open-tuning stuff, where I wouldn’t have to change the fingers.”


Westerberg was a natural rhythm guitarist, with an unrelenting right hand. He copped his chunky playing style studying Keith Richards and Mick Taylor on records and in the 1973 concert film Ladies and Gentlemen: The Rolling Stones. “I went and saw that a bunch of times when it came out,” he recalled.


But he would ultimately stake his claim playing lead. “Alvin Lee [of Ten Years After] was a big influence. But to my ear, [Duane] Allman was the best. He had the feel that no other white guitarist had. It all came from Duane’s tone—every note sounded good. I think that’s where I learned, even if I couldn’t play flashy, at least make the handful of notes you play have a pleasing sound or texture to them. I spent the next few years learning to be a hot-shit player . . . until I realized that was nowhere.”
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Like Westerberg, John Zika was the fourth child of five, and a strain of depression ran through his Czech-Irish family. Unlike Paul, Zika was an exceptional athlete, starring in baseball, football, and hockey; he was already being scouted in eighth grade. Popular and charismatic, he wasn’t the usual jock type. “He had a cerebral, artistic side,” said his friend and Holy Angels classmate Ben Welter, who recalled of Zika’s hockey playing, “On the ice, John worked out his demons in a way that no one else did. He would typically get in drop-the-gloves fights.”


In high school, Zika underwent a fairly dramatic change after Welter’s older brother, Vincent, committed suicide during John’s freshman year. By sophomore year, Zika had quit sports entirely. “He was more into writing music, writing poetry, and reading,” said Welter. At Holy Angels, Zika was suspended when he got caught with pot in his locker; soon after, said Welter, “he told his Spanish teacher . . . to fuck off, and walked out. Everyone was talking about it.”


Westerberg only knew Zika by reputation, but was in awe. “He was like James Dean. He stuck out by a country mile from the rest of the kids. In the early seventies, we’re walking around in our platforms and bell-bottoms and he had straight leg jeans, plaid shirts, and a rope for a belt. I looked up to him.”


What really caught Westerberg’s attention was Zika’s infamous performance at Holy Angels’ annual talent contest: instead of presenting a little magic act or a polite folk number, Zika and another student named Braun performed an electric version of the old blues number “Rolling and Tumblin’.” “In the middle of the song, Braun put the guitar between two chairs, jumped up in the air, and smashed it, and John took his harp and threw it into the crowd,” said Westerberg. “Then he whips out another guitar and John whips out another harp and they keep playing. That was the most anti-authoritarian thing I’d ever seen in my life. He instantly became a legend among us outcasts.”


Not long after, Zika sought out Westerberg. “I remember the day he spoke to me. I was leaving school going for the bus,” he said. “The bus was starting to leave, and Zika appeared, came up behind me, and said, ‘Let’s catch this motherfucker.’ And I immediately started to run next to him. That was how we started running together.”


Zika was a blues purist — hated Led Zeppelin, loved Chess Records. He tried to press Paul into playing as a duo at the Artist’s Quarter, a South Minneapolis jazz club. “He fancied himself a man of the road. I was scared shitless: ‘Go play for people in a real bar? No way.’”


The two fell in with Holy Angels’ other would-be musicians, including drummer Dave Zilka, smoking weed near the giant oak trees on the campus’s periphery. Zilka was relatively chatty, while Westerberg and Zika would bond over their mutual disaffection from the world. “What drew Paul to John was that they were the same antisocial, introspective type of personality. They struck a chord there,” said Zilka. “But unlike Paul, John ended up having some demons that he couldn’t deal with.”
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Usually in the company of Dave Zilka, and sometimes John Zika, Paul began playing after school in ad hoc formations at people’s houses in South Minneapolis and Richfield, or for parties with the parents away. Often they would end up at the home of Holy Angels freshman Jeff Johnson, a guitarist. “Mainly ’cause my parents didn’t care if we smoked cigarettes,” said Johnson.


Bassist Bruno Pellagalli would round out the quartet, but they never found a lead singer. “Teenagers are notoriously terrified of singing,” said Johnson. Occasionally, Zika sat in on harmonica. The material was typical: Stones, Faces, Chuck Berry. Westerberg had picked up on Django Reinhardt through his brother and would bring his records to rehearsal. “We weren’t strictly a rock-and-roll band,” said Johnson.


Despite being relatively quiet, Westerberg turned heads with his playing. “He had developed his own style by seventeen,” said Johnson. “The soloing, the leads—he wasn’t trying to sound like Eric Clapton or Duane Allman, or even Ronnie Wood. He was playing what he heard in his own mind.”


In late 1975, Zilka landed them a real show at a roadhouse in rural Ramsey—Westerberg’s first ever “professional” gig. The pay was free beer, plus a bonus of amphetamines. “We called ’em sod farmers, the people who lived out there,” said Zilka. “This place we played was rough. We got up onstage and started playing Stones tunes, and they didn’t like it very much. It was pretty comical.”


Westerberg and his pals spent their weekends playing music or hopping the fence of Lakewood Cemetery, a burial ground for Minneapolis’s rich and famous. “We’d smoke dope and sit by the big huge monuments,” said Westerberg. “I used to try to think of band names by looking at the gravestones.”


Paul was a romantic. “I liked girls from day one. I had crushes from first grade on.” Though he was a fairly cute adolescent, puberty had turned him awkward and bulbous-featured. “He just had a hard time communicating with girls,” said Zilka. Instead, Westerberg and his buddies took drugs and went to rock shows. His first real concert, on February 14, 1975, was “The St. Valentine’s Day Massacre,” which teamed bluesman James Cotton with rock headliner Johnny Winter at the Metropolitan Sports Center.


“That was my baptism,” said Westerberg. “Cotton played that big sixty-four-reed harp, and this was back in the days of ‘Let’s blow their heads off with the PA.’ Man, to hear a harp that loud, that skillfully played, that just went right to my gut. It was almost a letdown when Johnny Winter came on later.”


At a Foghat show in 1976 at the Civic Center, Paul bought some PCP-laced marijuana in the parking lot. “It frightens me now how foolishly we took stuff,” he said. “God only knows what it was.” (The incident would inspire his song “I Bought a Headache.”)


Paul’s most visceral concert experience was Rod Stewart and the Faces at the Minneapolis Auditorium in November 1975. The Brit-rockers were a wild and wooly bunch: they cranked their amps, drank heavily—even had a bar and bartender onstage—and played a heavy percentage of cover songs. “No other redoubtable band gets that close—physically or spiritually—to its audience and lets the crowd get that close to it,” wrote Minneapolis Star critic Jon Bream of the concert.


“When they came on, we charged right up to the stage,” recalled Westerberg. “The excitement and the fun of the Faces . . . it was almost sexual. Virgins that we were, it was the closest thing to sex we’d experienced. In no time flat, I had a chick bouncing up and down on my shoulders.”


Unbeknownst to anyone at the time, it was the band’s final show: Ron Wood joined the Rolling Stones, and Rod Stewart decided to pursue his solo career full-time. But, for Westerberg, seeing the Faces was the start of formulating a concrete vision of his own future: “It was the most fun I’d had doing anything, being that close to a real rock-and-roll band that was so fucking deafeningly loud.”
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In 1976 Westerberg crossed paths with another aspiring guitarist named Jef Jodell, a sharp, opinionated Richfield High student who glimpsed him playing a keg party. “The place was pretty packed: eighty or a hundred people in this suburban basement,” said Jodell. “Paul and these guys played instrumental versions of, like, ‘Freebird.’ I felt like we could be this brilliant guitar team.” Over the next few years, they’d often jam in Westerberg’s parents’ basement. “His mom was very tolerant of us playing,” said Jodell. “Once or twice she even brought us down cookies. But it was very clear, there was going to be no band stuff in the house when the old man was around.”


They eventually formed a semiregular band, with Jodell’s older brother Jack singing, bassists John Stegner and Paul Bolin, and drummer Wade Whipps. There was no consistent name—everything from Rain to Cunning Stunts. Their final gig was played as Neighborhood Threat, from a song on Iggy Pop’s Lust for Life.


Their handful of shows, mostly in 1977, took place in basements and at backyard parties. They played lots of early Beatles numbers. “You haven’t lived until you’ve heard Paul Westerberg play ‘All My Loving,’” said Jodell. “It makes those speed metal guys look like amateurs. Paul could spit that out like you wouldn’t believe.”


Sometimes onstage they would slip in one of Jack Jodell’s prog-oriented originals. Later on, they performed a number Westerberg had written called “Tarnished.” It was a spindly, picky instrumental that owed a debt to Wishbone Ash’s “Blowin’ Free.”


Mostly they played a grab bag of classic rock covers—Cream, Jethro Tull, Rush, Led Zeppelin, Aerosmith—but also more elaborate numbers like Al Stewart’s “Apple Cider Reconstitution.” “We bit off a lot of material we had no business trying,” said Jodell. “We tried to concentrate on roots rock, but the bass player and drummer and my brother kept going towards that [prog-rock] stuff.”


For the better part of four years, Westerberg had been trying to perfect his skills on the guitar, to inject a level of precision into his playing. He figured that kind of dedication would lead him somewhere special. Instead, he found himself playing Al Stewart songs in a basement in Richfield. “Paul was growing frustrated,” said Jodell. “His thinking was: ‘I would rather be good at something simple than so-so at something complex.’”
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Westerberg recalled his Holy Angels schoolmate and sometime bandmate Paul Bolin as the proverbial rock snob. “In his bedroom he had issues of the NME and Creem stacked floor to ceiling, an insane stereo system, and the best weed,” he said.


Bolin lived with his divorced mother in Richfield. “My mom was gone a lot, so I pretty much did whatever I wanted,” said Bolin. “I had disposable income to buy albums, so I admit that I was something of a gospel-spreader in my crowd for new music.”


Bolin shopped at the city’s best record store, Oar Folkjokeopus, in South Minneapolis. Though he was mostly a fan of progressive rock bands like Yes, Bolin had been reading the fevered coverage of the United Kingdom’s burgeoning punk rock movement. Oar Folk’s manager, Peter Jesperson, urged Bolin to preorder the first Sex Pistols single, which Oar Folk was having shipped from England in late 1976.


Not long after, Westerberg and some friends were over at Bolin’s house when he played them the Sex Pistols’ “Anarchy in the UK.”


“I shat myself,” recalled Westerberg on hearing the band for the first time. “I thought: This is my music. The drumming, you could tell, was not Fancy Dan–type shit. It struck me right in the heart. The song was barely over before I’d gone home and cut my hair off and smashed my records. I’d already heard the Ramones. But hearing Lydon’s voice made me think, Forget these guitar solos I’ve been trying to play. I’m gonna lead a fucking band. Real rock-and-roll is not complicated.”


Paul explored the Damned and the other English punks, then worked back to their American antecedents, particularly the New York Dolls. Johnny Thunders’s guttersnipe guitar and David Johansen’s gravelly yowl provided another touchstone. “I was supposed to graduate high school in ’77, the spring of that year. [Punk] made me think, Fuck this school shit. Fuck everything.”


Though he was only a couple of months away from a diploma, Westerberg stopped going to class. The elders at Holy Angels gave him opportunities to get his degree. “But by then I’d already made up my mind. It was also the rebellion factor: ‘Fuck ’em. I’m gonna stop before the finish line and not cross it.’”


Toward the end of his school days, Westerberg’s English teacher took him aside and offered a bit of advice. “He said, ‘Do what you know how to do.’ Hell, why didn’t you tell me that four years ago? What I really know how to do is play a G chord with the hammer on and the hammer off. I’m gonna do that.”
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Westerberg started seeing a lot less of John Zika in 1977. Zika had transferred to Richfield High briefly, before moving on to a vocational tech school to get his GED. He began working as a janitor, then as a cab driver, and would busk in downtown Minneapolis. Sometimes he and Westerberg played together near the Mississippi River.


The mythos of the Big River drew Zika in even further. He began working as a deckhand on a river barge. Though he dreamed of walking in the footsteps of the itinerant blues and jazz musicians he admired, it wasn’t quite that romantic. “He’d be on the barge a month or two at a time,” said his older sister, Mary Rose Zika. “In some ways it was probably the worst thing he could’ve done because you’re alone with your thoughts.”


By the fall of 1977, Zika’s thoughts had increasingly turned to suicide. He’d just had a breakup, and his moods had grown darker. “My parents tried to get him to see somebody and get on medication,” said Mary Rose. “But he was not willing to do it.”


Zika was back in Minneapolis that Thanksgiving. Staying with his family for the holidays, he seemed unusually happy. “I didn’t realize that he had sunk that low at all,” said his younger sister, Maggie.


Sometime on Thursday, December 1, John walked into his parents’ basement. A few hours later, his older brother Mike came home and discovered his body. “He blew his brains out on his mother’s carpet,” Westerberg would recall, haltingly, many years later.


Gill Brothers Chapel in Richfield was packed with his friends and classmates, all of them dazed. Given the nature of Zika’s death, his passing was “shrouded in mystery,” said Paul. He thought about reaching out to Zika’s sister Maggie, to his family, but he couldn’t bring himself to attend the funeral. Instead, Paul brooded about the hints that were there with Zika. “He’d play me Paul Butterfield’s ‘I Got a Mind to Give Up Living.’ He used to say it was his favorite song,” said Westerberg. “He’d make comments about ‘this shitty life.’ But we were moody teenagers; we all had a bit of that.”


Thoughts of suicide were not unknown to Westerberg. In 1975, as a confused, neglected fifteen-year-old, he had tried to overdose. “My sister was a nurse’s aide and had a closet full of sample narcotics. One afternoon I took a whole shitload,” he recalled. “I think my mom came home from work and I was lying on the bed unconscious. I remember seeing quadruple at nine o’clock at night, sitting at the kitchen table, with my dad shoving a banana in my face, saying, ‘Eat this, goddamn it.’


“The whole thing was probably the typical fears of adolescence: ‘Am I gay? Am I retarded? Do I fit in? What do I do, where do I go next?’ I don’t think I was really trying to kill myself. But John was . . . different.”


A couple weeks prior to Zika’s suicide, he’d played Westerberg Bruce Springsteen’s Born to Run, then gave him his copy. “It was his way of saying, ‘If you’re gonna play this rock-and-roll shit, it’s at least gotta be as good as this,’” said Westerberg. “To this day, around the holidays, I’ll listen to ‘Jungleland’ and I can’t help but think of him.”


In life, Zika had been Westerberg’s idol. In death, he would become his guiding spirit, the rock-and-roll ghost who would haunt his psyche. “When Zika killed himself, that was a big part of what changed me,” said Westerberg. “I believe that I took it as a passing of the torch.


“From then on, when in doubt, in my mind, musically, or whatever, I would think: What would John have done? My attitude changed too; I became a little more of a ‘fuck you’ type. It’s the classic thing: after he died, I took on a bit of his personality.”









CHAPTER 5


Tommy Stinson was just seven when his big brother disappeared into the state juvenile system. “He was completely out of the picture,” said Tommy. “I don’t even remember going and visiting him. Which is dark.”


Apart from some vicious spankings, Tommy had been spared the worst of Nick Griffin’s cruelty. But the facts would mark Tommy nevertheless—with survivor’s guilt, on the one hand, and a sense of his own indestructibility, on the other.


By the time Tommy was ten, he was the man of the house. Anita was bartending days at the Uptown, then drinking afterward. “Most of the time I would come home half in the bag,” she admitted. Lonnie was left to watch over Tommy and baby sister Lisa between high school classes and shifts at Arby’s.


Since the family’s midnight escape from Florida, Tommy’s childhood had been an unsettled blur. “By the time I was twelve years old, I’d lived in twelve different school districts and gone to twelve different goddamn schools,” he said. The constant turmoil took its toll on his education. “They held me back in fifth grade. They said it was because I was too young to go into the next grade. But the reality was, I was too stupid. No one wanted to come out and say, ‘You’re not smart enough.’”


Constantly being the new kid gave Tommy a peculiar strength: always precocious, he became cocky and quick to joke, laugh, accept a dare, or break a rule. To his family, however, he still seemed an innocent. He was his grandmother Virginia’s favorite; she’d take him on weekends and single him out for presents at Christmas: “She gave everyone else a five-dollar check. But me, she went and found gifts for.”


When the Stinsons moved to Thirty-Sixth and Bryant, Tommy became fast friends with Curtis Olson, a hyperactive neighbor. Each delivered newspapers, but they soon found more exciting, illegal uses of their time. Initially, it was kid stuff: vandalism, throwing rocks through windows. Then they shoplifted slot cars from Target. Tommy was pinched twice for theft before turning eleven. Both times he was slapped on the wrist and sent home by juvenile court.


Tommy and Curtis moved on to stealing bikes. One rainy night when he didn’t come home, Anita hysterically “called every police station, every hospital in town. And then here he comes walking in the door, looking up at me like nothing has happened. Of course, he’d been sitting in his friend’s garage tearing up bicycles that they’d stolen. I didn’t have a clue.”


Finally, Tommy and Curtis went on a spree at a nearby elementary school: “[We] took about ten bikes and stashed them.” Then they made their way into a church and stole a microphone. Finally, they returned to the school. “We had the audacity to walk across their playground at recess with wrenches sticking out of our back pockets.” A custodian began asking questions: “He dragged us into the office and we got arrested.”


Waiting outside the juvenile courtroom with his mother and grandmother, the judge tried to scare Tommy straight: “The way you’re headed right now,” he told him, “I will send you to a place out west, in Colorado, and I won’t let you come back until you’re twenty-one.” At that, Anita and Virginia burst into tears. “I felt like the worst person on the planet,” said Tommy. The judge decided to give him another chance. Still, he needed something in his life that would keep him occupied, off the criminal path. “Right after that,” he said, “is when Bob came home.”
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When Bob Stinson and Robert Flemal settled into Bryant Avenue in the fall of 1977, they set up guitars, amps, and recording equipment in their second-story bedroom.


Like his brother, Tommy had always been fascinated by music. For years he kept a little transistor radio by his bed and would fall asleep to the sound of the local oldies station. He’d briefly taken up baritone sax in the grade school band and even learned to read a little music. He had a good ear for things, a natural sense of swing and rhythm (perhaps passed down from his drummer father).


Music would become the bond between the Stinson brothers—though there was a distance between them initially. It seemed like a lifetime since the two had been under the same roof, and Tommy regarded Bob almost as a stranger at first: “Absolutely,” he said, “I didn’t really know him.”


Bob was aware of Tommy’s brushes with the law and took it upon himself to keep tabs. Tommy had stopped stealing, but he was aimless. Then one afternoon in the spring of 1978, the eleven-year-old was in Bob’s bedroom, looking at some of his brother’s equipment. He opened a case under the bed and found an old Sears Silvertone bass. He’d just set the instrument on his lap when Bob walked in. “Hey, you wanna learn how to play that?” Bob asked, and then showed him a few rudimentary blues figures.


“I was like, ‘Nah, this sucks. This is hurting my fingers,’” said Tommy. “Just getting my hands wrapped around the neck was hard enough. But he kept coaxing me. He was determined.”


Teaching Tommy how to play, Bob used both the carrot and the stick. “He started by offering to buy me a candy bar here or a Coke there to practice,” said Tommy. “Then I’d want to quit and he’d get pissed and would throw shit at me. I’d cry and say, ‘I’m telling Mom.’ So I upped the ante: ‘I want two Cokes and two candy bars.’ Then it got more painful and he’d get mad and throw a whole speaker cabinet at me.”


“When he was showing Tommy how to play bass, Bob would just punch him: ‘Get it right!’” said Flemal. “I was kinda shocked.”


The first four songs Tommy learned encapsulated Bob’s tastes perfectly: Peter Frampton’s “Show Me the Way,” Johnny Winter’s version of “Boney Maronie,” Rick Derringer’s “Rock and Roll, Hootchie Koo,” and Yes’s “Roundabout.” Bob was desperate to start a band. “He was insistent: ‘I need a bass player today, man,’” said Tommy. “Plus, I came a lot cheaper than most bass players.”


As Anita observed, there was another reason he pressed Tommy to learn. “Bobby basically grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and was saying to Tommy, ‘You’re going to do this because you’re not going to end up like I did.’”


“I was going down that road,” said Tommy. “Before my brother taught me how to play bass, they wanted to send me away to a boys’ reform school. Next thing would’ve been grand theft auto, then . . . murder, fucking rob a grocery store or whatever. I was just a total hoodlum at a very young age, so he saved me from that.”


Within a couple of months, Tommy became proficient on the bass. “I was amazed,” said Flemal. “I was always kind of tone-deaf. But Tommy and Bob had natural ability. They could hear something once and just pick it up.” Tommy added, “I played a lot. My mom knew I was hanging out, smoking weed, but she figured, ‘You know what? He can smoke weed as long as he doesn’t go to jail.’ It was a trade-off.”
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Tommy’s partner in crime, Curtis Olson, had an older sister, Andrea, or Andi—sixteen, a well-built blonde with big glasses and a free spirit. Her stepfather taught band, and she’d learned violin, French horn, and bass by her teens and was even hosting a radio show on the local community station KFAI. Like Bob, she’d attended Marshall University High for a time, then went to Southeast Free School her senior year. “I bounced around a lot,” she said.


Walking home, Andi would sometimes hear a band playing on Bryant Avenue. Then she went with Curtis to meet the Stinsons. “The first thing Bob asked me was, ‘Do you have any weed?’” she recalled, with a laugh. They were like-minded and soon became a couple. “He was a real trip. Like nobody I ever met.”


After school each day, Olson would hang out at the Stinsons’. “It was a zoo over there, with four kids from six to twenty running around. Anita took in strays too—I ended up living there for a little while myself.” She’d watch the band rehearse. “I think Bob was partially deaf already from jamming so close to the amp. He used to crank it up so loud, the dishes would rattle right off the shelves.”


The band shook the house so much, the kitchen trash can tipped over. Bob would empty the bin before they played. “It was like a daily ritual,” said Olson. “If he didn’t take the trash out before he started jamming, it would fall over. Then Anita would see the mess and yell: ‘Bobby!’”


The band didn’t yet have a name, but they were already notorious on the block. In summer, Bob, Tommy, and Robert would hang out on the flat roof of the house with their instruments, amps pointed out the windows, and blast the neighborhood . . . “until the cops would show up and tell ’em to finally shut it down,” Olson said.


Eventually, they were invited to play a couple of local backyard parties and beer busts. “They didn’t even have a drummer yet,” said Olson. “Flemal was not very good. He thought the band was just for getting chicks.”


Even when Bob and Andi hung out alone, his mind was on music. They’d go to Suneson’s to look at guitars or walk around Lake Harriet talking about riffs and records. “Back then, all he would do was drink a little beer, smoke a little weed,” said Olson. “He didn’t have any money for hard drugs; he wasn’t even into hard liquor. He didn’t like the taste of it. He didn’t talk to me much about his past. But I knew he’d been in treatment. And I knew he wanted to never go back.”


Their relationship ran hot and cold over the next couple years. “I found out that he’d slept with one of my girlfriends. He was kind of a slut. But back in those days, everybody was. People were just a little more free with themselves.”


Olson would eventually move out west to California with her parents, leaving Bob and Minnesota behind—but not before making a very important introduction. “I knew the band needed a drummer,” said Olson. “I told Bob, ‘Have I got a drummer for you.’”









CHAPTER 6


The Mars family was a big, lively brood of native Minnesotans. Patriarch Leroy Linus Mars was born in 1906, his wife Constance Mary Evans fourteen years later. Both were World War II veterans: Leroy in the Navy, Constance in the Waves, the all-female branch of the Naval Reserve.


Starting in 1948, the couple had seven children: Mary, Joseph, Kevin, John, Rita, James, and the youngest, Christopher Edward, born April, 26 1961.


Leroy Mars was a high school dropout; before and after the war, he was a self-employed painter. Though blue-collar, he was distantly related to Franklin Clarence Mars, founder of the Mars candy company and one of the wealthiest men in America. “I wrote them once, and I think they sent me ten boxes of M&Ms,” recalled Chris Mars. “That was the extent of the riches.”


The Mars family lived at Thirty-Seventh and Garfield, near where the Westerbergs had settled, and Chris’s older brother Jim was in Paul’s class at Catholic school. The Church of the Incarnation loomed large for the Mars family, as it did for the Westerbergs; Constance sang in the choir.


Much of Chris’s childhood—and later life too—was dominated by his oldest brother Joe. “He’d crack us all up,” said Mars. “He would be there to help if he could with anything you might be doing. He cared about fitness and lifted weights. He was the best fisherman of any of us.”


But in the midsixties, during his teens, Joe began exhibiting signs of severe schizophrenia. Doctors diagnosed him with a “nervous breakdown” and sent him to the St. Cloud Mental Hospital. “I was around five or six,” said Chris, “and didn’t know what was happening.”


Joe spent stretches in various institutions throughout Mars’s childhood and adolescence. “I remember visiting him in the hospital,” he said. “It frightened me.”


His brother’s problems “stigmatized him amongst his friends and, sadly, even within our family to a certain extent,” said Chris. “It was never fully talked about or understood; we would try to reach out and comfort him when he went through these periods, though we were not equipped with the proper tools to fully understand his schizophrenia—that word wasn’t even used until much later.”


Chris’s personality turned inward. “I remember suffering from some periodic bouts of depression as early as third grade,” he said. “If I look back, it does coincide with the beginning of my brother’s troubles.” There was also an abiding worry as he grew up that “it could happen to you as well.”


From earliest childhood, Chris channeled those fears into visual art. Chris would explore the family’s World Book Encyclopedia set (“Since I could barely hold a pencil”), looking for the letter P. “I would repeatedly go to the ‘Paintings’ section and study them. I would notice how light and atmosphere would play off of water and various textured surfaces in nature; how clouds and trees grew and formed; how thunderstorms would suddenly alter and blacken out the day.”


The tree-lined streets and funky back alleys of Mars’s neighborhood also captured his troubled young mind. “In summer, running around at night, there would be glowing and smoldering trash barrels up and down alleyways. I loved Halloween and the colors of fall. I would try to put it to paper from memory.”


Mars’s artistic gift was clear from the start. “As a little shit, I actually won a couple of prizes from the local newspaper for my drawings of turkeys and football players,” he said. Once, at school, he was sent to the principal’s office: “I was trying to figure out what bad thing I did that I’d forgotten. When I got there, I was praised for some drawings.”


Music came to mean just as much. Down the block from his house lived a family rock band, the Churchills. “They’d draw the police every summer and disrupt the neighborhood,” he recalled. Listening to them bash out “In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida,” he’d notice the drummer was the loudest.


At ten, Mars got a Snoopy “toy” drum set from Sears. “The rims were held on by springs. I was real careful, but by the end of the summer I beat the hell out of it.” He replaced it with “another Sears model—but this had a real snare.”


The Who at the St. Paul Civic Center was Mars’s first concert, in 1976. “I was right behind [Keith] Moon,” said Mars. He thought they sounded terrible, but didn’t care: “It was a show.” Though he never abandoned visual art, music came to the fore in his teens. “There’s an immediate reaction you can get from music that you can’t get from art,” said Mars, who picked up the guitar as well. “He would get interested in something and go full bore,” said his brother Jim. “That’s all you’d hear about for a while.”


Outwardly genial but inwardly alienated, Mars managed a couple years at the Catholic high school, DeLaSalle, before transferring to Central, eventually dropping out in eleventh grade. His experiences with his brother Joe had given him a sense of solidarity with people who were marginalized.


Though he gave off an innocent vibe, Mars wasn’t immune to trouble. He liked to drink and zip around the neighborhood on his motorbike. “I was in a motorcycle accident about the time I was drinking more heavily,” he recalled. “I spent a week in the hospital. I fractured my skull. The sac around my brain had a rip in it, and there was spinal fluid coming out of my nose. So it was a pretty traumatic experience for me.”


One day, while at work bagging groceries, Mars saw a magazine with a picture of the Sex Pistols on the cover. What the hell is this? he thought. Turned out, his older brother Jim had already bought the Pistols’ album. “So I wore it out,” he said. “It was something to identify to separate myself from my peers. And maybe try and get into something different. And that’s kinda how I got into music.”


Mars would jam in basements, with ad hoc groups in his teens, occasionally encountering Westerberg through his older brother. Paul had been impressed with his playing during a keg party thrown by their mutual friend Scotty Williams, and again a couple years later when Chris took over a kit belonging to Paul’s friend Kevin Patrick: “He was like a little Keith Moon,” Westerberg said. “In the back of my mind, I thought whatever band I was going to be in, it’d be good to have Chris in it.”
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Bob Stinson’s group had tried out a couple drummers, but nobody wanted to play with them again. Then Andi Olson mentioned her next-door neighbor, Chris Mars. “My bedroom faced his bedroom,” said Olson. “I thought it might be better for my sleeping if I could get him to move his drum set over to Bob’s house.” She knocked on Mars’s door, and the next day Mars dragged his kit to the house on Bryant.


Instantly, Chris and Bob connected. Like Mars’s brother Joe, Bob Stinson was a big sweet lug hiding some deeper damage. Chris was equally intrigued by the eleven-year-old on bass: “Bob would strap a bass on [Tommy] and force him to play against his will,” said Mars.


Mars immediately impressed Flemal; the drummer had a well-coiffed shag haircut and peach-fuzz mustache. “He was kind of a handsome young man,” said Flemal. “I always thought of him as really intelligent too. After he left that first day, Bob said, ‘What do you think of him?’ I said, ‘He’s in.’ I didn’t hesitate.”


They began rehearsing several hours a night. Though the house was set back from the more heavily trafficked corner of Thirty-Sixth and Bryant, they could still be heard for blocks in every direction. “The cops would tell us to turn down at nine, and shut it down after ten,” said Flemal. Sometimes they’d keep playing past the curfew, prompting another police visit: “‘We told you before that you need to turn it down before ten—but you guys are getting better all the time.’”


The group’s covers paid little heed to the originals. “We did ‘Rock and Roll, Hoochie Koo’ and ‘Roundabout’ at a hundred miles per hour,” said Flemal. “We weren’t trying to be a punk band, it was just natural.” The covers were played instrumentally: “There was no way you could really sing over what we were playing.” Eventually they began to include originals that Chris Mars had written, such as his Aerosmith pastiche “Dogged in the Alley.” “I think he [was] the only one brave enough to actually write something,” said Tommy.


The band needed a name, and Bob seized on Dogbreath, after asking everyone to come up with “the most disgusting thing you guys can think of.” Mars painted a gold Dogbreath logo on his kick drum, as well as a pot leaf on the back of Tommy’s Silvertone bass. By late 1978, Dogbreath was performing at keggers for friends and Bob’s Mama Rosa’s coworkers.


All of eleven years old, Tommy was now playing parties, smoking weed, and, crucially, getting female attention. “It was a self-esteem thing,” he said. “There wasn’t a lot of [women] there, but they were all going, ‘Oh, look at how cute he is!’ That was pretty rad.” He added: “For the first time, as opposed to just sucking at everything and getting nothing from life except hate and failure, suddenly I’m getting positive reinforcement from something I’m doing. We all were.”
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Paul Westerberg spent much of 1978 and 1979 searching. “When John [Zika] killed himself . . . I drifted for a couple years,” said Westerberg. “I was jumping from group to group. It was my job to find this perfect band out there somewhere, and if they’re not out there, dammit, I’m gonna create ’em.”


Though he’d avoided getting a diploma, Westerberg spent a lot of time self-educating. “Once school was out, I could wear my glasses till my heart was content. So I’d go to the public library every day.” If he wanted to be a songwriter, he figured he’d have to study. “I forced myself to read literature, even if I didn’t enjoy it, as a mental exercise: ‘I have to work this muscle a bit.’”


He read up on show business history, from “P. T. Barnum to Sinatra,” he said. He also digested every rock magazine and book he could get his hands on; he was a particular fan of the irreverent humor of Creem writer Rick Johnson.


Westerberg had little money to spend on records, so much of his listening and learning came from the library as well. He made odd finds there: instructional jazz LPs; an old folk record by Glenn Yarbrough; Fog on the Tyne by English rock band Lindisfarne. Sometimes he’d sell his used LPs to local record store Oar Folkjokeopus and buy new ones with the money. He also liked that he could scavenge discarded cigarettes from the store’s ashtray to smoke later. “They had the longest butts at Oar Folk,” he said.


Eventually, Westerberg’s father began to ask, “When you gonna get a goddamn job?” Paul had decided to keep his serious musical ambitions even from his mother: “I’d heard my brother say, ‘I’m gonna play my music.’ My mom’s response was: ‘Well, are you gonna take lessons? Are you gonna join the union?’ So I knew not to say that.” To appease his parents, he began looking for work.


By the late 1970s, the US economy was stagnating, prior to the major early 1980s recession. In Minnesota, the disparity between the haves and have-nots was growing wider. High-wage workers were making 3.1 times more on average than their low-wage counterparts. As a high school dropout with no trade or skills, Westerberg was firmly in the latter camp.


He went to the local labor pool and got assigned to a steel mill in St. Paul, loading scrap metal. On his first day, Westerberg leaned too close to the compacter. Someone shouted for him to get back. Just then, a piece of scrap-metal debris flew at his face, narrowly missing his eye but leaving a permanent scar.


After a stint “at the Munsingwear factory downtown, pushing around carts of wet fabric,” Westerberg started working at the Control Data Corporation’s headquarters as a janitor—in Bloomington, a soulless suburb south of Richfield that Westerberg came to detest. The gig meant having to maneuver around “skilled” workers soldering computer parts. He remembered cleaning under the work stool of a woman who, offended by his scruffy presence, fixed Westerberg with a disdainful stare.


“That was the last straw for me. It hit home: ‘You’re just a peon putting a circuit into a thing. You’re no better than me.’ I thought, I’ll be damned if I’m going to be doing this in a year.”


Soon as he had enough money for a new guitar and amp, he was done with dead-end day jobs. He was going to play music for the rest of his life. Most of all, he was determined that no one would ever look at him that way again.
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Westerberg had reconnected with his childhood friend Tom Byrne, a singer who was still attending Holy Angels.


Byrne would front Westerberg’s new trio—bassist Tom Billiete and drummer John Holler, and occasionally Kevin Patrick. They played first as the Mollitive Nerves, then as Oat, with a repertoire of deeper cuts by Cream, Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac, Cheap Trick, and the Ramones.


Westerberg also introduced a couple songs of his own. “‘Lookin’ for Ya,’” he said, “was just a George Thorogood rip,” but the lyrics were sharper than usual for a beginner: “Half a mile from the liquor store / It’s five to eight, I could use some more.” Another tune was a nod to Phil Westerberg titled “My Brother’s in Jail.” They played at keggers, as well as a dance at the school where Byrne’s mother taught. “Tom’s mom wanted us to play dance music,” said Westerberg. “We may have done ‘Le Freak’ by Chic. That’s when I went out and smoked a cigarette.”


Byrne and Westerberg also played an open mic at a tap bar called the 38th Parallel. “Some guy approached us afterwards and wanted to manage us. We were all like ‘Oooh,’” said Westerberg. “My brother told me, ‘He’s probably gonna try to steal your equipment.’”


As Oat struggled along, Westerberg landed a gig with Marsden Maintenance, working an evening janitor gig in a downtown building that included the office of US Senator David Durenberger. “That was the best of the crappy jobs,” he said. “I’d turn on all the radios to the same station, eat the doughnuts left over at the office, and sing along.”


He would sometimes write out the band’s set lists on Durenberger’s stationery: “There’d be songs like ‘We’re Gonna Get Drunk Tonight,’ and at the top it would say, ‘From the desk of US Senator. . . .’” More importantly, the job provided him with enough cash to pick up a red Gibson ES-335 and a new Marshall cabinet.


Westerberg still hadn’t found musicians with the same fire or passion as the Sex Pistols. The closest he’d come was seeing the Doggs, an early group of South Minneapolis punks playing a house party. They had spiked haircuts, loads of attitude, and acted like a marauding gang. “It was the aggression that got me,” said Westerberg. “It keyed in my mind that this is where the shit’s going.”


Westerberg was becoming aware of the local punk and new wave scene developing at the new downtown club Jay’s Longhorn, which was booking shows by Blondie, Talking Heads, and Elvis Costello, along with local acts like the Suicide Commandos and the Suburbs. Paul would occasionally see bands and drink at the Longhorn’s beer bust nights (until 1986, the drinking age in Minnesota was nineteen), usually with his friend Steve Skibbe, a fellow janitor getting his own band, the Dads, off the ground.


Westerberg realized that he should be leading a band himself. “It came little by little. The Mollitive Nerves played a lot of Ramones songs, and I started singing on that stuff. But it wasn’t like I opened my mouth and thought, Here’s gold.”


That fall, Westerberg’s “connected” uncle gifted him with a PA system. “It was like ‘Paulie’s making music? I got some amps and shit here, I’ll have some guys bring it over.’” In November he got together again with Jeff Johnson and Dave Zilka to play at his house. Johnson arrived with a TEAC cassette player and a couple of microphones. When he walked into the basement, Johnson saw Westerberg’s new PA system and microphone setup. “I thought, What’s this?” he said. “That was the first time I’d heard him sing.”


The recording—the earliest document of Westerberg singing—is a mishmash of material: covers of the Who (“Long Live Rock”), Ten Years After (“Choo Choo Mama”), the Doors (“Roadhouse Blues”), even the Knack’s current hit “My Sharona.” “To us it was a joke, but it was fun,” said Johnson. Even in that loose atmosphere, Johnson saw that Westerberg was becoming a more serious musician.


In January 1980, Johnson and Westerberg got together again. “It was the last time I played with Paul,” said Johnson. More and more, Westerberg was performing punk songs: the Ramones’ “Cretin Hop,” the Only Ones’ “Another Girl, Another Planet.”


Westerberg had also concluded that he wouldn’t get anywhere with his old friends. “I would keep missing practices and stuff,” said Tom Byrne. “Paul had a vision. He was extremely driven.”


“I’d had it with playing with guys who were half-assed into it,” said Westerberg. “I did that probably from age fourteen to nineteen. Five years of playing with guys in garages, basements, cover bands, parties, keggers. I’d already fucked around with guys who really didn’t want to go for it. All these dudes were eventually gonna go off to college or go become accountants. And it took me a long time to find guys who had no other fucking options in life. I needed desperation. ’Cause that’s where I was coming from.”


During a cigarette break, Paul told his friends, “I just met these guys—this weird guitar player, his kid brother, and a drummer I kinda know.” There was a determination to what he said next: “We’re putting a band together.”









CHAPTER 7


Paul Westerberg often walked back home from his job at Marsden Maintenance. On the days when he didn’t have bus fare—and sometimes even if he did—he would hoof the thirty-plus blocks from downtown to his house in South Minneapolis, taking Bryant Avenue all the way. “I was thinking of trying to build up my lung power,” said Westerberg. “I’d read that Sinatra had swum laps. I always got good ideas when I walked too.”


In the early fall of 1979, Westerberg was half a mile from his house when he caught a torrid wailing in the distance and followed it to 3628 Bryant Avenue. It sounded like Yes’s “Roundabout,” but really fast and screaming.


“What got to me was the sheer volume and the wild thunder,” said Westerberg. “That was a major attraction: the balls of a band to play that goddamn loud. I mean, you’d hear bands around occasionally. But this was different. It was like ‘Holy fuck—what is this?’” He would pass the house a few more times that fall. “I think I heard them once or twice more, and then I finally decided to take a look down in the basement.” Westerberg skulked around the left side of the house. He knelt down near a little basement window surrounded by shrubs. He tried but couldn’t get a good look at who was making the noise. Yet that sound—that volume, that thunder—stayed with him.


Had Westerberg been able to see inside he would’ve glimpsed an evolving version of Dogbreath. After a year of practicing and playing the odd keg party, Bob Stinson was trying to take things in a more serious direction. He brought in a couple different singers to sit in. Among them was Stuart Cummins, an older hippie type with an unnaturally high-pitched voice, who would sometimes join them.


Meanwhile, Robert Flemal’s membership was becoming an issue. That fall he caught a nasty case of hepatitis A—it had broken out among Mama Rosa’s kitchen staff. “We all had to get shots—the whole family,” said Anita Stinson. “Bob was so scared: ‘I can’t go in there, Mom, that needle will go right through my arm!’”


Flemal’s illness forced him to move back to his parents’ house in Mound to recuperate, where he stayed several weeks. Dogbreath kept on playing without him. “It didn’t take long,” said Flemal. “Spend a couple weeks away from a band, they’re thinking you’re not too into it.”
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Westerberg’s and Mars’s mutual friend Scott Williams had urged them to play together all fall, so in late November 1979, Chris invited Paul over. Williams drove him to the Bryant house, which Westerberg immediately recognized: “We pull up and I’m thinking, This is the joint!” he said. “I walked in very casual, though. I didn’t say, ‘Hey, I’ve been listening to you guys in the bushes.’”


On this night, Dogbreath was upstairs and in the middle of a Ted Nugent song when Paul said hello to Chris. He recognized Bob too—the “stoned, weird-looking guy” he’d sometimes see riding the Bryant Avenue bus. Introductions made, Westerberg pulled a present out from behind his ear. “He gave me a joint from his brother,” recalled Bob. “He goes, ‘Smoke this!’”


The two chatted between puffs. They’d been born just a couple weeks apart. “And whatever chemical imbalance we both shared, we bonded on that level too,” said Westerberg. Bob was also impressed with the fact that Paul had played for money: “Pitiful as it was, I had actually been paid a couple bucks.”


As they talked, Westerberg realized he’d heard a bassist on his way up the stairs, but didn’t see one in the room.


“Where’s your bass player, man?” asked Westerberg.


“He’s right there,” said Bob, pointing behind him. Westerberg wheeled around and saw a little towheaded kid sitting on a chair, obscured by an amp cabinet.


If Paul Westerberg ever experienced anything like love at first sight in his life, it was the moment he laid eyes on Tommy Stinson.


“What’s up,” said Tommy, in a chipper squeak. His voice hadn’t even broken yet.


“He’s my little brother,” said Bob. “He’s twelve. He’s real good.”


Westerberg looked at the boy with the bowl haircut, blue hoodie, and Sears bass and broke out in a grin. “He just looked like . . . a star,” he said. “That’s what I saw: a twelve-year-old who sounded like a little girl and played like a motherfucker. And I thought, This kid is a fucking star.”


Robert Flemal was still in Mound that night. Singer Stuart Cummins was absent. “It was just the Stinson brothers and Chris,” said Westerberg. He listened to them play for a while in close quarters, and it only confirmed what he’d heard in the bushes. “They were very fast and very loud and very close to the excitement that I felt seeing the Faces, or seeing the Doggs,” said Westerberg. “And I thought, Hmmm, this might be my ticket right here.”


At that point, Westerberg was neither a singer nor a songwriter—he was a guitar player. It wasn’t quite clear how he would fit in with Dogbreath. On the verge of regaining his health, Flemal had plans on moving back into the house and resuming his role as the group’s other guitarist.


Even so, Bob’s interest was piqued by Paul. The feeling was most definitely mutual. “I knew that they had the raw power that I’d been looking for,” said Westerberg, “and that they might just be gullible enough to fall for me giving a little leadership.”
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When they got together again, the band was back in the basement. Along with his guitar and amp, Westerberg also brought over a handful of records: Johnny Thunders & the Heartbreakers’ Live at Max’s Kansas City; Dave Edmunds’s Tracks on Wax 4; the Buzzcocks’ Singles Going Steady; the New York Dolls’ eponymous debut. “Basically I said to them, ‘Let’s take all this shit and kinda copy it,’” said Westerberg.


“When Paul joined, I know he brought a direction that we didn’t have,” Chris Mars said. “We did have this reckless abandon that he was also looking for in a band. It was the right combination.”


“I just figured, if I’m gonna make anything happen, it’s gotta be my way,” said Westerberg. “It was like: ‘Wake up! You guys are great if you do this. If you keep playing Ted Nugent, you’re not going anywhere.’”


After working up the Heartbreakers’ “I Wanna Be Loved” and “All By Myself,” Westerberg went to the bathroom. He walked up the stairs and heard the others whispering: “‘This is friggin’ punk rock!’ . . . like I was trying to slip them angel dust or something,” said Westerberg. “Those were fighting words to them.” Though Mars knew the Sex Pistols, for the Stinson brothers “punk was way off our radar,” said Tommy.


“It was so cool,” said Westerberg. “They hated punk bands. But they were playing like the MC5 or something. They had some type of punk energy they had no idea they possessed.”


Westerberg plied the Stinsons with the Pistols and Ramones until they came around. Bob was unsold until he heard the Damned’s 1979 LP Machine Gun Etiquette and the high-wire playing of Captain Sensible. (“Captain Sensible! I ripped him off good,” said Bob.) “They went hook, line, and sinker once they got into it,” said Westerberg.


Early on, though, Westerberg had doubts about Dogbreath’s lead guitarist. “I wanted to get rid of Bob from day one,” he would admit. He even talked to Chris privately about starting another band without Bob. “I wanted to steal Chris, but he wouldn’t go. I wanted to steal Tommy, too. But Chris was like, ‘It’s Bob’s band and Tommy’s his little brother. We can’t do that.’”


Bob and Paul were immediately suspicious of each other’s tastes. “He had an awful record collection. He thought mine was awful too,” said Westerberg—particularly Paul’s affection for Jackson Browne and Joni Mitchell. Westerberg couldn’t stand Bob’s bad metal records (e.g., Angel).


They bonded over having inadvertently shared a first show—Johnny Winter in 1975. “That was the common uncool factor,” said Westerberg. Both had a passion for screaming glam and AM radio pop from the early seventies, as well as a more recent rockabilly rediscovery phase.


What brought Westerberg fully to Bob’s side was his recklessness. Unlike everyone else Paul had played with, Bob approached the guitar with total freedom. “He had fast fingers: they weren’t always well guided, but they were fast,” noted Tommy. But he was also fearless and forceful, qualities Westerberg intuitively prized: “He had the confidence not to go, ‘Oh, shucks, I fucked up there.’ If he fucked up, he would fuck up with majesty.”


Paul’s and Bob’s loose guitar weave became an essential part of the band’s sound. “When I listen back, I’m astonished at how they played off of each other,” said Tommy. “They really worked off each other rhythmically—even though Paul didn’t listen to Yes and shit like that.”


Besides covers, they learned a couple of Westerberg’s holdovers from previous bands. “Lookin’ for Ya” was given new muscle and speed. Though Keith Moon had been his first idol, Mars’s playing was closer to the Sex Pistols’ Paul Cook—rigorous snare work and simple, minimal fills, plus his own left-field flourishes. “He had a very unorthodox way of playing the kick drum pattern,” said Tommy. “It wasn’t always four on the floor, but it wasn’t a typical pop beat either.”


Nor was Mars’s physical stance: he sat up high behind the kit and almost leaned down into the drums. (“I can control my foot pedal, go faster, that way,” he said.) It wasn’t an ideal position to play from, but it made it feel as though he was constantly bearing down on the beat.


Westerberg’s unusual chording style and untutored musical mind could be vexing. “It’s always been hard to follow me by looking at my hands, because I’m not always making a real chord. You need to have an ear to follow me, and Tommy had that. He would understand you could play notes that weren’t necessarily the root.” Tommy became the de facto musical director for the band before he hit puberty. “For the next ten years I’d be asking Tommy, ‘What chord does that start with?’”


The band spent the winter woodshedding—“Four or five times a week at first,” said Tommy. “We played loud in the basement, out-louding one another,” said Westerberg. “Bob never turned it down, and Tommy was as loud as anyone, so you had to fight to be heard.”


During one weeknight rehearsal, as they tore through a version of Dave Edmunds’s “Trouble Boys,” they took the song’s twanging rhythm and gave it a screaming thrust. “There’s trouble boys all around me,” howled Westerberg as he and Bob traded lead and rhythm back and forth, while Chris and Tommy battered away at the beat.


When the last note rang out and the song was over, there was silence. Looking at one another, they realized, as Paul would recall, “that we had fallen in together.”
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Paul Westerberg’s effort to mold Dogbreath into his dream combo was still going to require some work. To put himself in a position to be the undisputed rhythm guitarist, singer, and leader, he’d have to clear a path and get rid of a few obstacles, starting with Robert Flemal.


When Flemal returned to the Stinsons’ after his illness, he immediately sensed a difference. “I remember the first couple times Paul came over, I felt like there was an invader in the basement,” he said. “I didn’t even know some of the songs they were playing. All of a sudden they started sounding more punk rock.”


With three guitarists fighting for space, it was a mess. “[Flemal] would be hanging around and it would just get cacophonous,” said Westerberg. “He was the hardest to oust because he kinda lived there and was tight with Bob. But he wasn’t any good. It was not like a battle of the guitarists or anything.”


Flemal realized his place in the band had been usurped, and his attentions wandered. He soon met his future wife and gave up on Dogbreath. “It’s either the girl or the band,” Bob told Robert. “The band is going places and you’re not keeping up.” Flemal said: “I never spoke to Bob again after that.”


Although Westerberg had been singing in rehearsal, Bob felt they needed a “real” vocalist. Stuart Cummins continued dropping by periodically. “Chris would give me a ride home on his motorcycle, and I’d say, ‘Man, that fucking singer has gotta go; fire his ass,’” said Westerberg. “And Chris was like, ‘Yeah, I know what you mean.’”


They soon dispatched Cummins, and Westerberg brought in his old Oat singer Tom Byrne to audition. Bob, in particular, liked Byrne. “I then did what I had to do,” said Westerberg, who told Dogbreath that Byrne didn’t care for the band. Then he told Byrne that the band didn’t really want him.


“He told me, ‘We’ve decided to keep it a four-piece’—meaning I was out,” recalled Byrne. (In later years, even at the peak of the band’s success, Bob Stinson would still bemoan the fact that Byrne hadn’t become their singer.)


Having kicked around with him in various lineups over the years, Byrne felt Westerberg had finally found the right group: one powerful enough and malleable enough to fulfill his vision. “Their name was Dogbreath, you know?” said Byrne. “They had no real direction. But they were good. From the cradle they were good musicians, they could play well. Paul just took them and pushed it and molded it a certain way, and that created a magic.”


The band had been playing for a couple months with people coming in and out. Then one day they looked up and Flemal was a memory, Cummins was gone, and Byrne was no more. Finally, it was just the four of them—Paul, Tommy, Bob, and Chris—and that’s how it would stay.
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