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PART ONE


Down on the Street


‘Give up all hope, all illusion, all desire … I’ve tried and still I desire, I still desire not to desire and hope to be without hope and have the illusion I can be without illusions. Give up, I say. Give up everything, including the desire to be saved.’


Luke Rhinehart, The Dice Man









1


DO YOU KNOW WHERE THE FUCK YOU ARE?


Los Angeles is full of ghosts. Take a drive through West Hollywood, along Sunset Boulevard and its many tributaries, and names and places from the past return, some urgent, some distant, all able to conjure those ghosts by their mere mention. Tower Records, bankrupt since 2006; the Hyatt on Sunset, once known and feared as the ‘Riot House’, now a sanitised boutique hotel called the Andaz West Hollywood; the Roxy, the Rainbow Bar and Grill, the Whisky a Go-Go, the Troubadour … all still standing, but existing on the fumes of their shared, impossible to replicate pasts; nasty joints like the Coconut Teaszer and Gazzarri’s, now long gone; Sunset Strip Tattoo, relocated from its ramshackle shop opposite the Hyatt some way further down Sunset; the buildings that once housed the Starwood and the Tropicana and the Cathouse and the Seventh Veil now rebranded and reused; the 24-hour Ralphs supermarket that had so many aspiring musos walking its aisles it was known as ‘Rock’n’roll Ralphs’; the Capitol Records building, the Geffen Records building, each monuments to a vanished industry. And the side streets with their stories: North Clark, where once both Mötley Crüe and Guns N’ Roses lived in the cheap apartments that lined it; Alto Loma, where the ‘hidden oasis’ of the Sunset Marquis hotel lay – Hunter S. Thompson used to call that place ‘the Loser’s Hilton’, so many and varied were the touring bands



and LA rich that partied in the cabanas by the rippling pool …


West Hollywood is a different place now, and ironically, given the turbo-charged, try-hard heterosexuality of the late 1980s, one of the city’s best-known LGBT districts. But for anyone who remembers its ghosts and who saw the place in its 1980s heyday, this is the town where anything that could happen did happen. Where everything was coooool, baby, one minute, then out of control the next.


Imagine arriving here, as W. Axl Rose and many thousands of others did, from the Greyhound Bus terminal in North Hollywood and seeing the Strip for the first time at night. The atmosphere of the place came at you like a bullet in the back, a supercharged mix of ambition and abandon, hedonism and desperation: it was like a permanent first night away from home, no responsibility, no tomorrow, no fucker telling you what to do or what to wear or where to go, a heady blast of freedom, intoxicating and scary. The levels of bullshit and testosterone were off the charts. Everyone was in a band, or starting a band or thinking about it, or else they were a budding promoter or a DJ or a VJ or a manager. In a pre-internet age, cheap photocopied flyers were the best form of communicating who you were and when you were playing – by the end of the night, discarded A5s would be blowing down Sunset like tumbleweed. Bands formed and broke up and reformed again with this guy replacing that guy, this name instead of that one, one crazy dude after another. Loose collectives looking for the magic formula, the glory moment at which the touchpaper would ignite and they could begin their climb from a paid-for slot on the bottom of the bill.


It could happen, and it did: look around and you could even see the people that it had happened to – David Lee Roth, singer with LA’s biggest home-grown band, Van Halen, ligging with his manager, Pete Angelus, in the Rainbow; Vince Neil, a Mexican kid from the wrong side of town now somehow singing his way to



platinum heaven with Mötley Crüe, dragging the mud-wrestling girls from the Tropicana back to his house to party; Robbin Crosby, Ratt’s blond bombshell of a guitarist, propping up the bar at the Troubadour, surrounded by chicks and chicks-with-dicks … and until the gods pointed their fingers and decided that this was your fate, there was an itinerant life of cheap places to crash, sofas to surf, rehearsal space to find. There was some movie doing the rounds saying ‘lunch is for wimps’ … well, so were breakfast and dinner out in Hollyweird, California. Any spare dollars – and who had those? – were allocated to booze, partying and flyers long before loose change was scraped up for fast food or whatever cheap shit was left on the shelves after midnight at Ralphs. The true Hollywood vampires knew girls who would buy their groceries and offer up their beds while they were busy trying to climb the greasy KY pole …


This was a very particular life in a very particular time and place and it was being projected outwards from these few neon streets to the rest of the world. Rock rags like Hit Parader, Circus, RIP, Spin and Kerrang! helped build the myth. Video clips that began on Headbangers Ball then crept onto mainstream, daytime MTV. Radio stations like KNAC – blasting out Poison, W.A.S.P., Ozzy Osbourne – saw their playlists picked up across America. People saw and people heard and they came in their thousands to be part of it. Axl stayed only a few weeks, freaked out by the place and its people, walking around with ‘a can of mace in one hand, a piece of steel in the other’ like the hayseed Indiana boy he was, but somehow he knew that he had to come back …





Young Bill Bailey, just turned 18 years old and not yet W. Axl Rose, was a smalltown cop’s nightmare. In Lafayette, Indiana, in the late 1970s, most of the teenage troublemakers were of the usual sort: bored, drunk, pumped full of hormones and not particularly



bright. It didn’t take the FBI to catch them. Bill Bailey was different. He was bright – very, in fact – and his rebellion had both a root and a reason. It wasn’t that they couldn’t arrest him. It was that they couldn’t stop him, couldn’t make him respect their authority, or anyone else’s. He ran up 20 arrests by his estimate (‘I was guilty on five’), although Tippecanoe County Court records state that he spent a total of ten days in the county jail as an adult over a period from July 1980 through September 1982, on charges of battery, contributing to the delinquency of a minor, public intoxication, criminal trespass and mischief. When he finally hitchhiked out of town, back to LA and away from the torture of his early years, he was technically skipping judge’s bail. He would not return for a very long time.


If Axl Rose is the last great rock star, then Bill Bailey is the sad, sweet, clever, abused and angry child that Axl left behind in Lafayette. Yet he lives on in every onstage meltdown and backstage bust-up, in every act of intransigence and temper. And he surfaces in the untold moments of kindness and vulnerability, in the love songs with which he lays himself open and protects so fiercely. He’s there in the lyric to ‘One in a Million’ – ‘Police and niggers that’s right / Get out of my way’ – and to ‘Sweet Child o’ Mine’ – ‘She’s got a smile that it seems to me / Reminds me of childhood memories …’. He’s there in his choice to cover a Charles Manson song on the Spaghetti Incident? album, and he’s there again in his need to emulate the songwriting of Elton John and Freddie Mercury. He’s there in the desire to control every element of Guns N’ Roses, from the ownership of the name to the safeguarding of the musical legacy. It’s easy enough to make the link between a young Bill Bailey dreaming of one day having the freedom to sing somewhere other than the bathroom of his family home out of earshot of his religious zealot father, and the glistening edifice of Chinese Democracy, a record so singular and out of time that it could only have been the work of a reclusive rock star taking the



chance to offer his version of a perfectly realised artwork to the world, uninterrupted by anyone.


It began on 6 February 1962, when he was born William Bruce Rose to a pretty 17-year-old single mother named Sharon Lintner, who was still in high school, and a Lafayette bad boy, also called William Rose, who definitely wasn’t. Before Bill was two years old and with any certain memory of what happened, William and Sharon may or may not have legally married, and, when they split in 1964, he may or may not have been abducted, briefly, by his natural father, and sexually abused by him, too. When, many years later, he bought into ‘regression therapy’, Axl would claim that ‘I didn’t like the way he treated me before I was born, so when I came out I was just wishing that the motherfucker was dead …’ And also that William Rose had ‘fucked me up the ass … I remember a needle. I remember getting a shot. And I remember being sexually abused by this man and watching something horrible happen to my mother when she came to get me.’


The reality of this is for Axl to know. If it happened, little Bill did not recall it. Sharon met and married Stephen Bailey a year later, and Bill would grow up believing that Stephen was his natural father.


And Stephen Bailey was another doozy in the dad stakes, a case of out of the frying pan and into the fires … Known to some of his friends at church as ‘Beetle’, he was, to give him his full title, the Reverend L. Stephen Bailey and his faith was of the fire-and-brimstone kind. He preached at the Pentecostal church that stood on a gravel road in the farming country outside of town, where heaven and hell were tangible destinations, transcendence and sin both real and alive, where people writhed on the floor and spoke in tongues and the word of God was there to be spread, where Puritanism was desirable and rock’n’roll music, alcohol, premarital sex and most other kinds of pleasure most certainly



weren’t. Young William and his half-siblings, Stuart and Amy, who came along early in the Bailey marriage, made the eight-mile trip to church every Sunday morning, Sunday evening and Wednesday night as a minimum, and usually more often.


When, during the elementary school years, William began having vivid nightmares about living in a house with his mother and a strange man who did bad things, he was told that the dreams were sent by the devil. Of the endless trips to church he remembered: ‘We had tent meetings, we had healings. We saw blind people read. People would talk in tongues. There were foot-washings, the whole bit.’ At home, Stephen Bailey ruled his family with God-fearing rhetoric and an iron hand. William was struck in the face for watching a woman in a bikini in a TV advertisement. The television itself was thrown out soon afterwards. The Bailey kids got to listen to the radio once a week on a Sunday afternoon when Stephen and Sharon had some ‘special time’ in the bedroom. When he was asked, many years later, if he could recall any happy memories of his childhood, Axl replied, ‘As in a good time? Wow! I guess it would be when the three of us kids were playing and getting along with my stepfather, wrestling around, kind of getting away from whatever was going on and all relating and having fun as little kids.’


That was all, and beyond it nothing. The family environment exerted its own socialising force. The kids began to police one another if they saw or said anything sexual. They were disciplined and conditioned by Stephen, and Sharon always seemed to take his side. He played them Jimmy Swaggart tapes on his reel-to-reel tape machine, making them listen to the jaded old fraud over and over. By the time William was ten years old, he knew the Bible well enough to win the church contest for youngsters, and he was invited to sermonise. Learning to speak in front of a crowd, and later to play piano and sing, Bill somehow found an identity. He knew it had to do with the music he practised time and again for



church recitals. One time, in the car, Barry Manilow came on the radio singing ‘Mandy’ and the chorus was so catchy he joined in. His reward was a fat lip from Stephen, because the song was ‘evil’. Hey, if you got a smack to the jaw for singing ‘Mandy’ then what power did this music have? He got hold of a small radio from Sharon – probably one of the times she was feeling guilty about Stephen – and began listening to it under his bedcovers at night, and the tiny world of Lafayette and school and church opened up: he heard Elton John, Queen, Led Zeppelin, Billy Joel … He heard the words and sensed how the melodies made him feel. He understood these things had power, whether he was singing in church to get the congregation to raise the old wooden roof so that Stephen could have them at fever pitch for his sermons, or whether some guy like Freddie Mercury or Robert Plant was standing in front of many thousands and having them stand up and cheer and faint and scream out in tongues …


Once the connection was made, his life began to change. The shy, nerdy kid that walked everywhere in Sunnyside Middle School with his back stooped and his eyes cast down, white shirt starched and black trousers pressed, transitioned into a rebellious, semi-delinquent kid at Jefferson High, fast with his temper and his fists, noted for that ‘psycho’ look in his eye that warned off even the toughest boys. He learned more about the power of music then. Stephen knocked him from the piano stool when he played Zeppelin’s ‘D’Yer Maker’. He got hold of an Elton John songbook and marvelled at the way the tunes were constructed (‘ten fingers of the weirdest chords in the world’). He looked at rock magazines like Creem in the drugstore on his way to his piano lesson and there he discovered other magazines, too, like Oui, which had arty pictures of beautiful women, right at the time he began to feel his dick tingle at the thought of the girls at school. And then he met Jeff Isbell.


If Bill was learning what cool was and how you might figure out a way to become it yourself some day, Jeff seemed to have been born that way. Three months younger than Bill, he had the same beaky nose and sharp-planed face as Ronnie Wood or Johnnie Thunders, and he was rock star skinny, just like his all-time hero, Joe Perry, the guitarist in Aerosmith. He loved the loose-hipped vibe that the Stones and Aerosmith had, a sort of effortless, gun-for-hire cool that came from hanging just behind the beat. It was a style he’d find was his own, too, once he started out on guitar, but when he and Bill first met, they found a shared love of other stuff as well, music like ELO and David Bowie, and cool British bands who didn’t get on the US radio so much – Nazareth and Thin Lizzy. And AC/DC. Wait, they were Australian? Cool …


Jeff was a drummer back then, and from musical roots. He’d been born in Florida, but his father, who had Native American blood somewhere on his side of the family, moved them to the countryside outside of Lafayette before Jeff started school, which meant, back in the early Seventies, no neighbours for ten miles in all directions down the unmade gravel roads – ‘far out in Bumfuck’, as Izzy would recall many years later. When his mother and father split the sheets soon afterwards, Jeff, his mom and his brother, Joe, moved into town, which at least offered him the chance of some sort of social life. His grandma encouraged his musical ambition, and on his thirteenth birthday, the longed-for drum kit arrived. Jeff’s best pal had an older brother who ran with the hooligan crowd. They liked to take over an old farmhouse to party, and when they were all good and drunk, they’d ask the skinny, beaky little kid to come up and jam on the drums with them. ‘That was my first adrenalin rush,’ Izzy recalled. ‘Other than that, my life was completely boring.’


He fought that boredom by retreating into music and learning tricks on his skateboard. He started to grow his hair. He felt somehow that he was destined for life in a band, far away from



Lafayette. He was hanging around a school corridor one day in ninth grade when ‘I heard all these books hit the ground, yelling, and then he went running past. A bunch of fucking teachers chasing him down the hallway …’


The next time he saw Bill Bailey they were sitting next to one another in Driver Education class, and their friendship began. Jeff was in some school band or other, just a bunch of guys who didn’t really have a name, and he thought that his crazy new friend might make a frontman. ‘I thought, well, here’s a guy who’s completely crazy, he’d be a fucking great singer,’ he told me many years later. ‘We had to coax him a bit [and] it didn’t go so well in the early days. Sometimes he would just come over and stand around, like he was embarrassed. Or he’d start to sing and then he’d just leave. Walk out and I wouldn’t see him again for, like, three days! Some things don’t change, huh?’


Jeff understood. He may not have been as academically gifted as Bill, but he was an astute reader of people and from an early age was settled in his own skin. When he and I spoke a decade after he’d quit Guns N’ Roses, his recollection of this high-school friendship gave an insight into Axl’s adult character: ‘He had long, red hair, he was a little guy and he got a lot of shit. I think he never got laid, too, in school. I hate to bring this up cos this is getting nasty. But he never got no pussy at school, Axl. So now the guy’s a big fucking rock star, he’s got the chicks lined up, he’s got money and he’s got people … and the power went to this guy’s head. I mean, he was a fucking monster! Nuts! Crazy!’


All that came later, though. It wasn’t rock fans but the Lafayette police Bill first started getting noticed by, in the mid-Seventies. He was 15 and ‘because I was one of the smartest, the cops thought I was the ringleader’. His juvenile records remain sealed but he was arrested at least four times before he was 18, once in his own backyard. He started drinking and popping pills at 16, smoking joints when he could get them. By the time he



discovered the truth about his parentage, Bill Bailey wasn’t just living on the wrong side of the tracks – he was ready to jump the rails completely. He’d been shuffling through some old papers in a drawer at home when he discovered that Sharon’s High School Diploma listed her surname as ‘Rose’ and not her maiden name of Lintner. He kept searching and found insurance documents that gave ‘Rose’ as his surname too. When he confronted his parents that evening, he got a part of the truth: he was told that his real father had hurt his mother and then disappeared, to where, no one knew or cared. ‘Your real father does not get brought up,’ Stephen warned him when he continued to press for information.


He was at a vulnerable age, and the discovery struck at the heart of his identity and demolished his sense of self. Suddenly, the strange dreams he’d had as a child of living somewhere else with his mother and another man made sense. Relieved, too, perhaps, that the tyrannical Stephen Bailey was not his real father, Bill changed his name immediately, albeit unofficially, to ‘W. Rose’ – heartbreakingly, the ‘W.’ was because he didn’t want to share a full first name with a natural father who had abandoned and maybe abused him. His behaviour, though, worsened. His mood swings became so extreme that a psychologist diagnosed an intermittent psychosis. His grades dropped off a cliff-edge and then he quit school altogether. He couldn’t get a job, because all of the stores in the mall knew him as a shoplifter. The police ‘beat the crap’ out of him, he said, and tried to run him out of town. Stephen Bailey finally kicked him out of the family home under the ridiculous pretence of him having ‘too-long hair’ and so he went to stay with his grandmother. He started hanging around in Columbian Park, just behind his grandma’s house, with Izzy and his pals: David Lank, who would take one of the early trips to LA with him, Mike Staggs, another local musician who would also take the trip west, Monica and Dana Gregory, Anna Hoon, whose younger brother Shannon would later find fame in Blind Melon,



and Gina Siler, who met Axl on her seventeenth birthday, when he was 20, and became his first serious girlfriend.


To all of his friends, the twin sides of his personality were apparent. Monica recalled his beautiful piano playing. Dana remembered ‘the vibe he gave off’ – bad enough to earn the warnings from the local cops. Jeff saw both sides: ‘He was just really fuckin’ bent on fighting and destroying things. Somebody would look at him wrong and he’d just start a fight. If it wasn’t for the band, I just hate to think what he’d have done.’


Something had to give. Jeff moved to LA in 1981 and found his own new name – Izzy. And Bill followed a year later, the first few trips terrifying and aborted, the city just too vast and imposing and hostile, but with the threat of some proper jail time hanging over him and nothing much to keep him in Lafayette, he made the move permanently in December 1982, with Gina Siler in tow. A new life needed a new name, and W. Axl Rose was born. As he later explained, ‘I am “W.” Rose because “William” was an asshole.’


Much has been made of ‘Axl Rose’ as an anagram of oral sex, but the truth was, A.X.L. was the name of one of Dana’s bands – a band Bill had been desperate to join – and he simply took the letters for himself. ‘I had a small apartment in Huntington Beach,’ Izzy recalled, ‘and Bill used to come down and crash on the floor. He was always coming out to visit [and] getting lost. Then, at the end of ’82, he came back out with this girl and rented an apartment. That’s when he finally stayed …’





Unbeknown to Axl and Izzy, unbeknown to the world, Saul Hudson and Steven Adler were there waiting for them. After relocating from the drear environs of his father Tony’s native Stoke-on-Trent when he was four years old, Saul had grown up in the boho enclave of Laurel Canyon, in a house on Lookout Mountain Road. Leaving behind the scarred landscapes of the Potteries,



where the coal-mining industry made its presence most obviously felt in the slag heaps which littered the horizon, young Saul now found himself in the same hippy paradise then occupied by rock denizens of the day like Jim Morrison, Frank Zappa, Joni Mitchell and Crosby, Stills and Nash (and Young). Indeed, a wooden shack in the Canyon was then every turned-on couple’s desire in those dreamy, incense-lit days. By the time Slash arrived in 1970, what had been a rundown, overgrown semi-wilderness had been transformed by musicians looking for cheap places to hang out and get high, to play their music beneath the bird-of-paradise plants, thickets of pepper trees and pines, and reinvent themselves as the love generation. It was the place where Elektra Records’ exec Barry Friedman would famously phone all his neighbours and get them to drop the needle on the new Stones album, all at the same time, until the Canyon rang out with their groovacious sounds.


It was a childhood and a life that Axl might have craved, one of barefoot freedom and unfettered creativity, a house always full of music, dope and colourful characters. Tony Hudson, an ambitious young artist, had met Ola Oliver, an African-American clothing designer, in Paris. Ola left the little family in Stoke soon after Saul was born to return to LA and lay the foundations for their life there. When she was joined by her husband and son – and soon by a new addition in Saul’s younger brother, Ash – Saul seized on to this new existence. ‘My first memory of LA is the Doors’ “Light My Fire” blasting from my parents’ turntable all day long,’ he later recalled. One of his early babysitters was David Geffen, whose hugely influential record label Guns N’ Roses would one day sign to. Tony designed the Court and Spark album cover for Joni Mitchell, who lived just up the road, and who used some of Saul’s animal drawings to make a book of her poems. Ola’s clothing design really took off, and she worked with Joni, and David Bowie during his Thin White Duke phase, and then Ringo Starr



and Carly Simon. Things were going so well, the family moved down the hillside to a swish apartment on Doheny Drive, just off Sunset, where Saul was introduced to everyone from Diana Ross and Stevie Wonder to John Lennon and Bill Cosby. Ola would take Saul to shows at the Troubadour and onto various TV and film sets where she was working and he felt the magic, especially when he saw a stage full of gleaming musical instruments laid out and ready to go.


Now calling himself Slash, adopting a nickname given to him by the actor Seymour Cassel, a family friend – ‘Because I was always running around the place, at lightning speed’ – when Tony and Ola’s relationship began to hit the rocks, Saul would take long walks with his father. He learned of their split over a meal in Fatburger. Although his parents remained on amicable terms, and lived close to one another, ‘the only stability I knew was gone’, and he began staying for extended periods with his grandma, Ola’s mother, who was also called Ola. ‘I had to redefine myself on my own terms,’ he later remembered in his memoir, especially when it became clear to him that his mother was engaged in a brief but intense affair with Bowie that began shortly after he’d signed to appear in the film The Man Who Fell to Earth and Ola was hired to design the costumes. ‘Inside I was still a good kid,’ he said, ‘but on the outside I became a problem child.’


By the time he was 12, Saul was drinking, smoking, even having sex. He began to seek the stability of a new family and found it in the suddenly hip sport of BMX biking with some older kids he’d met at a shop called Spokes and Stuff. ‘All of us but two – they were brothers – came from disturbed or broken domestic situations,’ he’d recollect. They’d ride all over – Laurel Canyon, Culver City, the La Brea Tar Pits – and especially Laurel Elementary School, where they’d spend their evenings hanging in the playground and smoking weed. Within a year he’d picked up another bad habit: kleptomania, lifting books, comics, tapes,



art supplies … until it came to an embarrassing end at Tower on Sunset, when he was caught with pockets full of tapes which were laid out for his mother to see when she was summoned to collect him. ‘She didn’t say much and she didn’t have to,’ he reflected. ‘She was over thinking I could do no wrong …’


Saul also struck up two key friendships during this restless period, the first an enduring one with Marc Canter, whose family owned the famous Canter’s Deli in West Hollywood. Canter would be on hand in the early days of Guns N’ Roses, often paying for flyers or buying guitar strings when money was short. The second was with a rough-and-tumble blonde kid named Steven Adler, who rocked up one evening in the Laurel Elementary playground, and who soon found himself as a classmate of Saul’s at Bancroft Junior High. The pair were, according to Saul, ‘instantly inseparable’. Soon they were snorting ‘locker room’ – a cheap form of amyl nitrate – before class, and then bunking off to smoke dope and wander the streets of Hollywood bullshitting one another about music, forming bands and hustling money.


Steven was a Valley Boy who’d arrived in California at the age of seven from Cleveland with his mom, Deanna, and his older brother, Kenny. His natural father was an Italian ‘gangster wannabe’ called Mike Coletti, who had, in the Catholic tradition, originally named Kenny ‘Joseph’ after his own father and Steven ‘Michael’ after himself. When Deanna left Mike, the family moved in with her mother, Lilly, who insisted that, in the Jewish tradition, the children were not named after living family – thus Michael became Steven, and Joseph became Kenny. No matter how quickly the famously easy-going young Steven shrugged it off, this was a deeply unsettling period of his life which would leave its emotional scars.


Soon he was, in his own words, ‘a crazy, wild, fucked-up kid’ who was essentially uncontrollable. When the claustrophobic apartments and biting winter winds of Cleveland got too much,



Deanna headed west to join an older sister in SoCal. Steven’s course was set at the age of 12, on a day trip to Disneyland’s Magic Mountain: Kiss made a special appearance and hit him like a tidal wave. Deanna remembered Steven in the car on the ride home. ‘“Mom,” he said, “When I grow up, I want to be a rock star.” I just said, “That’s nice, Stevie …” And I thought that would be that …’


But Steven knew deep in his bones that it wasn’t anything to do with being ‘nice’, and soon he was convincing his new friend Saul of it, too. ‘We’d dip school nearly every day,’ he recalled. ‘Me and Slash would walk up and down Sunset and Hollywood Boulevards and each day we had this thing where we’d take a different type of alcohol and we’d walk up and down, up and down, and what we’d be talking about was how we’d be living when we were rock stars. It was like this dream that I always knew would come true. We’d go out and meet chicks – older women – who would take us back to their Beverly Hills homes. They’d give us booze, coke, they’d feed us, really. All we’d have to do was fuck them. Occasionally a guy would pick me up. In return for a blow job, I’d get a little dope and thirty or forty bucks.’


Adler would also have darker experiences with some predatory paedophiles who hunted for young flesh in Hollywood, admitting in his autobiography that he’d been picked up on Santa Monica Boulevard by two men who took him to an apartment where he was ‘hurt quite badly … They didn’t beat me up but they did everything else and it was quite devastating.’


The one thing he really had going for him was the music. It was Steven who finally got a guitar into Saul Hudson’s hands. ‘I lived about five or six blocks from Santa Monica Boulevard, so if I was with Slash, we’d always get back to my house first,’ he said. ‘I had two rooms – a living room and a bedroom – and I’d always sleep in the living room. In the bedroom, I had this guitar and a little amplifier that I was learning to play, and one day I just



showed it to Slash. I knew two chords and two scales and I tried to play along to Kiss Alive – strike all of the Ace Frehley positions, man! Well, Slash just fell in love with that guitar. I gave it to him, and within a week he was writing songs. He was just made for the guitar. Made for it. I just wanted to be a rock’n’roll star. The guitar was too complicated for me …’


Everything was too complicated for Steven. And it didn’t get any simpler when he and Slash met a couple of strange cats from out of town with the even stranger names of Izzy and Axl.





Gina rented an apartment in West Hollywood and Axl used it to store his stuff and as a crash pad when he wasn’t hanging outside the Troubadour or the Starwood, watching enviously as local celebs like Mötley Crüe or Ratt or even David Lee Roth caused little ripples to run through the crowds of kids that gathered around. Axl would later claim that no one spoke to him ‘for two years’, but Gina understood what he was doing, even as they drifted apart and she grew increasingly alarmed at his anger. ‘He was born to be a musician, nothing else,’ she said. The chaos of his life soon proved too much for her. Gina moved out and Izzy moved in. While Axl was still the cowboy-booted hick with the crazy eyes, Izzy already had the LA thing down. He looked like a star an age before he was one: jet-black hair, beanpole legs and, when he played, guitar slung low around his knees like Keef or Joe Perry.


Axl finally got a gig on the strip when a short-lived spell with the going-nowhere-fast Rapidfire resulted in a set at Gazzarri’s. It would set in motion a slow-moving chain of events that brought the members of Guns N’ Roses together. When Rapidfire lost traction, Axl resolved to develop his partnership with Izzy, who was in turn keen to start a band with a young guitarist calling himself Tracii Guns. Tracii was one of the best on the Strip, fluent in Randy Rhodes-style shredding as well as dirty rock’n’roll, and



already had something on the go, so he recommended Izzy to one of his high-school friends, Chris Weber. Chris and Tracii had attended Fairfax High together, where Tracii had a band called Pyrrhus and two other pupils, Saul Hudson and Steven Adler, had a pick-up outfit called Road Crew.


Izzy and Chris met one night in the parking lot at the Rainbow, and spent a few hours talking. The next day, they began to jam. Four of the five future members of Guns were now, in the last months of 1983, in one another’s orbit for the first time. It would take another two years for the band to coalesce as they splintered and then re-formed in the casual, try-to-make-it-happen atmosphere of the Strip.


Slash and Steven had created Road Crew almost in name only. Steven only had a set of pots and pans to hit at first, but once he had a kit and a beaten-up old car provided by his grandma, they were on the same footing as most of the other kids. In fact Slash, with his curls cascading around his face and his guitar slung down by his crotch, was already drawing admiring – and jealous – glances for his natural ability. He seemed to be able to play right from the first minute he picked up a guitar. His sphere of reference, musically, stretched from Rufus to the Rolling Stones, from Stevie Wonder to Led Zeppelin, but as a guitarist he felt as ardently about Aerosmith as Izzy did, and that root of influence would prove important.


As far as Izzy and Chris were concerned, Axl Rose became a serious proposition after he laid his low baritone and shattering scream over some songs that they’d written inspired by Rock in a Hard Place, Aerosmith’s 1982 album. Axl’s wild unpredictability was, however, already evident. Chris and Izzy had even called their band A.X.L. and had the name spray-painted on a wall along the Strip in big letters, yet he still walked out without warning. ‘Axl was so full of energy that he would shake, literally tremble, when he got up there to sing,’ Chris remembered.


He was soon back, changing the name to Rose and then the more atmospheric Hollywood Rose, and by mid-1984 they had a demo that contained the first seeds of at least one major song, the future Appetite for Destruction track ‘Anything Goes’, in ‘My Way, Your Way’. They played a few riotous shows and then Izzy quit to join London, a legendary Strip band with one apparently permanent member in the giant singer Nadir D’Priest and a revolving-door policy for the rest, who had included the soon-to-be-famous Nikki Sixx of Mötley Crüe, Blackie Lawless of W.A.S.P., Fred Coury of Cinderella, and many more. Membership of London, however brief, was almost a rite-of-passage moment, and when Izzy realised his mistake and left, he discovered that Axl had been poached – or was about to be – by Tracii Guns for his new band, which he called LA Guns, only for Axl to fold soon afterwards and reform Rose with Izzy. It was permanent midnight out there for these nascent Strip bands. No one stayed anywhere for long, everything was real until it wasn’t.


When Slash and Steven got to hear about Tracii’s desire to work with ‘the best singer in Hollywood at the time’, according to Slash, and when Steven picked up a flyer for a show at the Troubadour with Rose towards the bottom of a 12-band bill, he and Slash went along. A few days later Steven was introduced to Izzy through a mutual friend, Lizzie Grey, who was playing guitar in London at the time, and when Axl fired Chris Weber soon after that, Steven talked his way into bringing Slash down to a Rose rehearsal at a notorious punk space called Fortress. They began to jam but then Izzy took off halfway through, and Slash and Axl struck up a short but intense friendship that ended with Axl crashing at Ola’s house – at least until he’d outstayed yet another welcome.


Hollywood Rose managed a few shows until Slash quit after a disastrous gig at the Troubadour where Axl went for a guy in the crowd, and Tracii Guns really did get his man when Axl then



joined LA Guns and further severed his connections with Slash by sleeping with Slash’s on-off girlfriend Yvonne – although Slash’s call to confront Axl came when Axl was at work during a spell at Tower Video and ended with Axl getting Slash a job as a conciliatory gesture …


Slash, in the meantime, had auditioned for a preening bunch of new arrivals, a band from Pennsylvania calling themselves Poison. They were pushing the glam look to the edge, with towering bleached blonde hair and full eyesore make-up and, as Slash recalled, the first question they asked him was, ‘You don’t wear those shoes onstage do you?’


But then Axl pulled Izzy into LA Guns … Slash and Steven returned to Road Crew … Slash left Road Crew to join Black Sheep …


This was how it went on the Strip in 1985, bands started, bands ended, you left one and formed another and, somewhere along the way, something would happen that would make the whole world open up for you like a key in a lock … That’s what you told other dudes anyway, as you lolled around pretending to know what the fuck you were doing. By the spring, Axl was again working with Tracii Guns and drummer Rob Gardner. They hooked up with Izzy once more and a flyer appeared which read: ‘It’s only rock’n’roll – LA Guns and Hollywood Rose present the band Guns N’ Roses. March 26. Doug Weston’s Troubadour’.


Twelve people saw the show, of whom four had paid the $2 admission.


And then the key to the lock did show up. His name was Michael McKagan, although since childhood he was known to his family – of which he was the last child of eight – as ‘Duff’. By the time he arrived in Los Angeles in September 1984, driving in his ancient Ford Maverick from his native Seattle via a few days at a squalid punk squat in San Francisco, Duff was 20 years old and had been, by his estimation, in 31 different bands. He was



leaving behind a chaotic start in life, first the happy racket of a big, working-class family in which his father – much older than the fathers of his contemporaries – was a Second World War vet, a fireman and something of a local hero, and then, once he’d come back from school soon after his mother had begun a course at a local college and found his old man in bed with the woman next door, all of the pain of a family break-up.


He started getting panic attacks that he medicated with alcohol and then drugs. He found solace in Seattle’s DIY punk scene. Duff could play anything – drums, guitar, bass – and if he couldn’t do that he was happy to roadie, or load gear or whatever else got him out of the house. He could also smile like his hero Sid Vicious – that corrupted Elvis curled lip – and had taken to wearing a padlock chain around his neck. He was 15 when he formed his first band, The Vains, playing bass, releasing one single a year later, ‘School Jerks’. At the same time he played guitar in another punk outfit, The Living, who once opened for Hüsker Dü. The same year he also began drumming with The Fastbacks, playing on their 1981 single, ‘It’s Your Birthday’. Then he was in the charmingly named The Fartz, who only got as far as making demos – until Duff got famous and someone had the great idea of releasing them as an album.


It was only when The Fartz became 10 Minute Warning that they achieved any real measure of punk immortality, though. By now Duff was back being the guitar player. 10 Minute Warning were at least different, still punk, but slower, heavier, more oppressive, paving the way for proto-grunge acts like Green River and Soundgarden to follow. Duff later claimed that if he’d known Seattle was going to explode the way it did in the early Nineties, that he would never have left town. But that wasn’t true. Duff was tall, good-looking, blonde, and looking for a good time all the time. He also liked to dress up. He had about as much in common with Kurt Cobain and his ilk as diamonds with rust.


In LA he stayed with his brother, found a job as an apprentice server in a Black Angus steakhouse and began to get a handle on the scene. It was bigger than Seattle, because LA was vast and sprawling, but it worked the same way. Almost everyone he met seemed to be a guitarist so he figured bass gave him a better chance of gaining a foothold, and with the feeling in his bones that punk, for the moment at least, was dead, and this new rock’n’roll vibe on the Strip was his to grab hold of and shake, he picked up a local music newssheet, The Recycler, and answered an ad.


‘The name to call was Slash, so I assumed he must be a punk rock guy like me,’ Duff later recalled. They met at Canter’s Deli, Duff in a floor-length leather coat with an anarchy symbol on the back that he’d blacked out with a Sharpie, Slash and Steven with long hair and girls in tow. They ended up at Slash’s mom’s place, Duff immediately appealing to Ola’s mothering instincts, and they had a warm week or so of building a friendship if not a band, taking in a night at the Troubadour watching LA Guns. But Duff had his worries about Steven’s playing and the direction of Road Crew – the only one of the bunch who’d actually recorded and could play both guitar and drums – and so they agreed to shake hands and go their separate ways, Slash’s number on a piece of paper in Duff’s pocket.


After he got laid off by the Black Angus, Duff found work as a delivery driver, and while he was doing his rounds one day he ran into Izzy, who told him about this new band he had that was kind of an amalgam of LA Guns and this other thing with a very good, if kinda crazy, singer. As it turned out, they’d just lost a bass player and hey … don’t you play bass? And in the way that things happen, Duff found himself at a rehearsal of Guns N’ Roses. He liked Axl right away, tuned straight into his restless energy, and as soon as he heard him let rip into the mike, ‘I knew in an instant that this dude was different and powerful and fucking serious …’


They played some shows, and although they were good, Duff got the sense that Tracii and Rob were happy being big fish in a small pond, playing the same gigs around West Hollywood over and over until something happened. That wasn’t the punk way. In Seattle, where there weren’t any major-label guys always hovering at gigs, you didn’t wait for things to happen because they never did, and so Duff pulled Axl and Izzy aside and suggested a road trip, a string of gigs up the West coast, finishing off in Seattle. It would be an adventure, he told them, and a way to find out if things were going to fly away from the heady hothouse of LA.


‘I could tell immediately that Izzy knew what I was up to,’ Duff said, looking back. ‘He knew this was a way to test the links in a band and find the weak ones.’ They found them. Tracii and Rob bailed ten days before the tour, freaked, Duff felt, by the plan to get in a car, drive to the show and let the rest – food, a place to sleep, gas money, etc. – take care of itself. He felt around in his pocket for a phone number and called that guy Slash. ‘Don’t worry,’ he told Axl and Izzy, ‘I know who we can bring in.’


The key slid into the lock and turned. Slash and Steven had three rehearsals with Axl, Izzy and Duff, played a raucous one-off on 6 June at the bottom of the bill in the Troubadour to get loose, and Guns N’ Roses were ready to go on tour. They had a couple of friends, Danny and Jo-Jo, whom they’d enlisted as roadies, and Danny’s car, a snarling Buick Le Sabre with a trailer on the back.


It broke down 100 miles later. Danny and Jo-Jo were delegated to stay behind with it, as the band that would soon become the biggest in the world hit the road with their thumbs out. It was chaos. They missed all three gigs booked between LA and Seattle, but somehow strung together enough rides to arrive, triumphant, hungry and reeking to high heaven, at the Gorilla Gardens, for their first ever show outside LA. Barely ten people saw them, but this time it didn’t matter. There was booze, dope and Duff’s punk friends to party with, and more importantly they had made it, and



made it together, through a 1000-mile odyssey of rides in trucks, sleeping at roadsides; starving, cold, tired, wired and looking, in Duff’s excellent phrase, ‘like hungry wolves’. They were a band.


When the promoter at the Gorilla Gardens tried to welsh on their $200 guarantee – ‘You haven’t sold any tickets’ – Axl set light to some paper towels and tried to burn the place down. The bouncers chased them into the streets and they ran, screaming from the joy and adrenalin, into another club, where they attempted unsuccessfully to commandeer the equipment of the band playing there – a local outfit Duff knew called Soundgarden. That failed too, but when Duff’s friend Donner organised a ride back to LA, they returned happy, and, as Duff said, ‘A genuine band. A gang with the shared experience of a road trip gone wrong, an out-of-town gig and the knowledge that we were fully committed to Guns N’ Roses.’
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WHERE THE GIRLS ARE PRETTY


Although it was Duff McKagan who had booked what Guns N’ Roses were already calling ‘the Hell tour’ to Seattle, once they returned to LA, one thing was clear: with Tracii Guns out of the picture, the band had a leader, and that leader was W. Axl Rose. ‘Axl always had this kind of vision of where he wanted to be,’ Slash would tell me. ‘What he wanted the band to be. He didn’t like people he thought were trying to hold him back.’


With Tracii now out of the way, and the other band members unready to challenge a guy so seemingly set in his own mind, Axl was ready to assume leadership. Sure, Duff was determined to keep pushing forward; like Axl, he wanted to rehearse regularly and get the show on the road as soon as possible, but he would yield to the singer in terms of writing. Slash and Izzy, who were more involved in the writing process, were so laidback (and increasingly strung-out) that they would often just leave him to it once things were up and running. And they both owed him: Axl had sold himself and Izzy as a pair, even when Slash had visions of a one-guitarist band, and in turn Slash had already blown it with Axl once and couldn’t afford to lose a singer that good again. Only Steven seemed able to talk back to Axl, but then Steven really didn’t give a fuck – about anything.


Anyhow, it often helped if bands had a dominant personality: the Stones had Jagger, the Beatles had John Lennon, and so on



through the history of rock. Sometimes, as with Metallica, the dominant business force (drummer Lars Ulrich) and the dominant musical force (singer-guitarist James Hetfield) were different but complementary. As Guns N’ Roses evolved, W. Axl Rose would become both. His desperate need for control, though, seemed to be of an entirely different order to that of most maniacal bandleaders. In the years to come, Axl would talk of the profound damage his dreadful childhood had done to him. And of his attempts, through various forms of therapy, to try to repair at least some of that damage. Right now, though, the other members of Guns N’ Roses only knew the bad-ass guy that didn’t take shit from nobody. Not even them. But the band would learn that his sudden and uncontrollable mood swings were there to be indulged – at least if they wanted a tolerable working atmosphere and the easy rock star life they’d always dreamed of. ‘We call him the Ayatollah,’ Slash would tell me when we first met, every part of his face smiling except the eyes. ‘With Axl, it’s always been his way or the highway.’


After the Hell Tour came the Hell House. And like the creation of a star, the Hell House was to suck in a lot of dark matter before it emitted the white heat and light of the Guns N’ Roses who were ready to make their first records. There are always torrid tales that surround the creation of a rock’n’roll legend, but in the Hell House bad things happened, things that do not reflect well on anyone involved – however famous and lauded they were to become. The building was located in West Hollywood, behind 7508 Sunset Boulevard near the junction of North Gardner Street, a one-room space of around 12 feet by 12 feet that was officially designated a ‘storage area’ (it’s now behind a shop called the Russian Bookstore). Just over the road was the Guitar Center, and nearby the Mesa/Boogie amp showroom. It wasn’t a dwelling space at all: it had a roll-up aluminium door, no bathroom, kitchen or air conditioning, and until Izzy and a couple of friends



found some lumber abandoned behind the unit and used it to build a rudimentary gallery that just about slept three if you lay very still, was entirely unrecognisable as one.


Anyone needing the toilet had to use the communal facility 50 yards up the street. It was a terrible place, one you’d only consider if you were young, broke and living day to day with some fucked-up dream in your head. Izzy described it as ‘a fucking living hell …’ Slash, having lost a job working on a newsstand and its attendant chance to crash at the apartment of the stand’s manager, was forced to choose between the Hell House or homelessness and even then sometimes took the latter option, sleeping in the Tower Records parking lot rather than the squalid, overcrowded nightmare that the House became.


It started out as a rehearsal space. They had been getting by using a room in Silver Lake owned by Nicky Beat, a Strip-scene drummer who’d spent about ten minutes in LA Guns. ‘Nicky wasn’t necessarily seedy,’ Slash recalled. ‘But he had a lot of seedy friends …’ Guns N’ Roses connected with various of those – the ‘underbelly’ as Slash called it – and some would follow them back to the Hell House. Their lives were chaotic and becoming more so, and yet the chaos fired them. In the Hell House they wrote and worked up most of the songs that would appear on Appetite for Destruction, plus a few that would hold over for Use Your Illusion, too. Izzy had the riffs for ‘Think About You’ and ‘Out ta Get Me’; Slash had the opening chords and riff to ‘Welcome to the Jungle’. ‘That song, if anything,’ Slash explained, ‘was the first real tune that the band wrote together …’


Duff and Steven spent many hours jamming along to rock and funk, forging their groove, and the rhythm of ‘Rocket Queen’ came from one of those extended jams. And they wrote quickly. ‘Out ta Get Me’ and ‘Welcome to the Jungle’ took little more than an afternoon to assemble. When they got to the Hell House, the fierce work ethic continued. ‘We rehearsed a lot of hours,’ Duff



recalled. In the small concrete space with their amps turned up, ‘our shitty gear sounded magical, clear and huge’.


They had no PA and played so loud Axl would have to scream lyrics and vocal melodies into his bandmates’ ears in order to get his ideas across. Axl and Slash were the first to become permanent residents in the garage. Izzy, Duff and Steven had girlfriends that they were living with, but they still spent most of their waking hours there. As the band began to establish itself as one of the best new acts on the Strip, they dragged others towards the Hell House too. There was West Arkeen, a musician neighbour of Duff’s, cut from the same cloth as the band and ultimately close enough to Axl to co-write ‘Yesterdays’, ‘The Garden’ and ‘Bad Obsession’, as well as ‘It’s So Easy’; Del James, a biker turned writer and a pal of West’s, who began to hang with Axl and wrote short stories that were adapted for various lyrics and ideas, most notably the video for ‘November Rain’; Todd Crew, who played bass in another Strip band called Jetboy; Robert John, a photographer and friend of Axl’s whose work would become synonymous with the band’s early years; Jack Lue, another photographer, closer to Slash; Slash’s friends Mark Manfield and Ron Schneider; Duff’s Seattle pal Eddy, who quickly tapped into Izzy’s heroin supply and was exiled back to Washington State; Marc Canter, still a true Guns believer who was to have a key, if unsung, role in Guns’ development during the Hell House era; Vicky Hamilton, a promoter and would-be manager with an eye for talent – she had booked early shows for Mötley Crüe and Poison – and the key to those precious slots at the Troubadour that Guns had begun to covet while they schlepped their wares at Madam Wongs (a Chinese restaurant) and the Stardust Ballroom (miles from West Hollywood); plus a revolving cast of bands that got to know of Guns N’ Roses as the new noise on Sunset (literally – the rehearsals were audible from ten blocks away): musical misfits like Faster Pussycat, Redd Kross, London,



the rest of Jetboy and a stack of others, followed of course by girls who liked guys in bands, and then guys who liked girls that liked guys in bands, an ever-growing scene that centred around the Hell House and a cheap, dark Mexican restaurant across Sunset called El Compadre, and the Seventh Veil strip club, where the band became friendly enough with the girls to start having them come and dance on stage with them.


The scene itself fuelled creativity, sparked songs: when the entire band went to visit Lizzie Grey, who lived on Palm Avenue, an infamous street that ran between Sunset and Santa Monica (Slash: ‘more than a few sleazy chicks lived there, a few junkie girls we knew lived there …’), Lizzie passed around a bottle of cheap fortified wine called Night Train, a formidably alcoholic brew known for its ability to get the very broke very blasted very quickly. They began screaming the words ‘I’m on the night train’ as they walked up Palm Avenue, with Axl extemporising along. The next morning back at the Hell House, they nailed the entire thing, words and music.


One of the regular visitors to the Hell House, Slash’s childhood buddy Marc Canter, recalled seeing the band work on that early material. ‘A lot of the songs would start with some idea from Izzy like “My Michelle” – the spooky intro part of “Michelle” was total Izzy but without Slash we wouldn’t have gotten the harder riff that followed it. Axl would hear these unfinished songs and just know exactly how to work within them. Duff and Steven would then make the songs truly swing and really flesh them out with their ideas. You could say as some have that Axl was the most important, [but] if you took any one of those guys out of the equation it would have drastically changed all of those songs. It was truly a democracy in the beginning, at that time in 1985 or 1986 they were all on the exact same page.’


All of the lyrics came from real-life situations or people. ‘My Michelle’ was named after Michelle Young, who went to school



with Slash and Steven and was a friend of Slash’s first serious girlfriend, Melissa. Michelle had a brief fling with Axl, who then immortalised her early life in the brutal opening couplets: ‘Your daddy works in porno / Now your mummy’s not around / She used to love her heroin / But now she’s underground’.


The idea, ironically, had come from Michelle herself, who’d once remarked to Axl how wonderful it would be to have someone write a song about her, after listening to ‘Your Song’ by Elton John with him. ‘We were driving to a show I think it was,’ she described in 2014, ‘and that song came on and I was like, “Oh, that’s such a beautiful song! I wish someone would write a song like that about me.” And then, lo and behold, came “My Song”,’ she laughed.


It wasn’t so funny, though, she admitted, the first time she heard the lyrics. ‘I heard it when I was at my dad’s house. I was in my bedroom [when] Axl called. He would always call me and sing me new songs. He would play this drumbeat on his knee and sing and snap to me on the phone whenever he had a new song, he would call me and sing a little and ask my opinion of it.’ This time, though, she didn’t know what to say. ‘I was so out of it at the time, I was always high back then so when I heard it and heard the lyrics I was like, “Oh, it’s fine, it’s cool … do whatever you want.”’ She laughed again then added, ‘I didn’t really honestly think that the album was going to be that huge or even that that song was gonna be on their album for that matter.’


According to Slash, writing in his memoir, ‘Michelle loved the attention it brought her. Back then it was the best thing that had happened to her. But like so many of our friends that were drawn into the dark circle of Guns N’ Roses, she came in one way and went out another. Most of them ended up going to jail or rehab or both (or worse).’ According to Michelle, though, ‘when the song came out I can say it was never a blessing, it was always a curse, let’s just say’.


The reasons for some of the Hell House’s depravity were economic. The rent was 400 dollars a month. With only Duff working anything other than spasmodically, they learned to survive on next to nothing. ‘We could usually dig up a buck for a bottle of Night Train,’ said Duff. ‘Which would fuck you up. For $5, we’d all be gone.’ Slash had procured a hibachi grill on which they’d cook up hamburger meat. On Saturdays they’d line up with all of the other Hollywood waifs and strays for the Salvation Army Mission’s free food handout. They discovered the all-you-can-eat-for-a-dollar buffet at Rage, a well-known West Hollywood gay club. ‘We tried to live off $3.75 a day,’ Axl told me in one of the first interviews we did. ‘Which was enough to buy gravy and biscuits at Denny’s diner for a buck and a quarter, and a bottle of Night Train for a buck and a quarter, or some Thunderbird. That was it. You survived.’


Or at least, you did at first … Once word got out that the alley behind the Hell House was deserted at night, a tiny urban black hole in the midst of West Hollywood, it became the place to go once the clubs closed for the evening. ‘Between us and the other bands, the alley began to attract a lot of drugs, booze, girls and other musicians. Strippers from the neighbourhood constantly came by, often bringing Quaaludes, Valium, coke or booze to share,’ recounted Duff. Soon, from the early hours until daybreak, hundreds of people were gathered there to party. The band, seizing their chance as proprietors, began buying cheap beer and selling it at marked-up prices. Soon they were making enough to pay the rent for the month.


Some of the women were ruthlessly exploited. If one of the band was having sex with her, another would be stealing her money. ‘There was a lot of indoor and outdoor sex,’ said Axl. ‘I used to fuck girls just so I could go stay at their place,’ admitted Slash. ‘We sold girls,’ said Izzy. ‘If one of the guys was fucking a girl in our sleeping loft, we’d ransack the girl’s purse while he was doing her. We managed.’


‘We’d talk girls into climbing into the loft,’ said Axl, ‘and someone would hit the lights and go, “All right! Everyone in the loft either get naked or leave …”’





Heroin, the subject of another of Axl’s salutary lessons in how not to live, ‘Mr Brownstone’, had now arrived and was about to cut a swathe through the band. Izzy was not only using but openly dealing, another source of income. He claimed that Joe Perry had once come by to score, just before he cleaned up and Aerosmith began their commercial resurrection. Slash noticed that Steven ‘seemed like he was drunk’, when he showed up at rehearsals, despite not having been drinking. It transpired that a girl he was sleeping with, in an apartment further up on Gardner Street, and her roommate had got Steven into smack, and once Slash started dating the roommate, he was soon doing it as well. In addition to heroin and all of the pills and booze, a creepy crack dealer named Philippe also became a fixture.


The squalor was overwhelming. ‘At one point we had the band and four other women living in this one room,’ said Axl. ‘The nearest bathroom [the communal facility in the alley] had been destroyed by people throwing up. I used to shit in a box and throw it in the trash, because the bathroom was so disgusting.’ The depravity spilled over. They would get horribly fucked up at shows. Slash threw up behind his amplifier at a gig at Raji’s. Axl started a fight with someone in the crowd. He also got barred briefly from the Rainbow – some achievement – and the band earned a reputation for drunken obnoxiousness, bumming drinks, starting fights, aggressively panhandling at their own gigs. The West Hollywood Sherriff’s Department became aware of the parties in the Gardner Street alley, and heard the tales of drug dealing and other anti-social behaviour.


Then, in December 1985, came a dark and serious incident that signalled the end of the Hell House era. A 15-year-old girl



named Michelle entered the rehearsal space one day, and, according to an interview Axl later gave to the LA Weekly, ‘started fucking with our equipment’. There was some kind of scuffle and the girl ended up running naked along Sunset Boulevard. Michelle was known to the band. She’d hung around the Hell House periodically, along with lots of others, and had found herself in the wrong place at the wrong time. Axl’s version of events was that ‘this hippy chick wandered in and started fucking with our equipment trying to break stuff… So eventually she wound up running down Sunset naked, all dingy, and didn’t even know her own name.’


Slash, in his autobiography, published, of course, many years later, offers: ‘My memory of the events is hazy but from what I remember she had sex with Axl up in the loft. Towards the end of the night, maybe as the drugs and booze wore off, she lost her mind and freaked out intensely. Axl told her to leave and tried throwing her out. I attempted to help mediate the situation to get her out quietly, but that wasn’t happening.’


A naked, underage girl running away from adult men along one of the busiest streets in Los Angeles was not going to go unnoticed, and within hours the LAPD were back at the Hell House with the girl, looking to ID her assailants. Everyone in the house was brought outside except for Axl, who hid behind some equipment along with another girl. ‘While the cops are out there harassing everybody, asking their stupid questions, I’m with this girl behind the amp and we start going at it,’ he later boasted. ‘That was the rush! I got away with it! It was really exciting.’


The police left, warning the band that Axl needed to turn himself in. Within a few days the garage had been raided and searched. The band was told that the girl and her parents were pressing charges of statutory rape (a minor is considered by law as incapable of giving consent to sexual intercourse) against Axl and Slash. There were rumours that the garage was under



surveillance from undercover officers, and also the LAPD vice squad. Despite Axl’s bravado, he and Slash quickly skipped the scene when reality – and the possibility of a mandatory five-year jail sentence – hit home. Slash retreated to an apartment Steven was sharing with a new girlfriend, Monica, who was a stripper at the Seventh Veil – and who Slash later claimed he and Steven had ‘awesome threesomes’ with – while Axl slept rough in West Hollywood, making use of the Tower Records parking lot and bathrooms in gas stations and cheap restaurants.


They were now afraid to play live in case Axl or Slash or both were arrested at the gig. They cancelled a show at the Music Machine, and did not take any further bookings. Growing desperate, Slash rang Vicky Hamilton, their sometime promoter/manager, and begged her to take Axl in for a few days. Hamilton had a one-bed apartment at 1114 North Clark Street that she’d secured with settlement money she’d received for relinquishing an interest in the management of Poison, who were now in the process of breaking big. She was sharing with a friend in need, Jennifer Perry, and working as an agent for Silver Lining Entertainment as well as helping Guns N’ Roses out on an ad hoc basis. (Even before Guns headed out on the Hell Tour, Hamilton had ‘made myself available for the band 24/7. They would often come by my apartment to check in’.) That arrangement became more solid as soon as Axl showed up as a fugitive from the LAPD.


‘I got a call from Slash,’ she elaborated, ‘asking if Axl could stay and I asked why. Slash had replied: “Well, it’s kind of important … the cops are looking for him.” “Why are the cops looking for him?” “He had a girl up in the loft, and I guess they had sex, but then he got mad at her and locked her outside without her clothes and she went to the cops and said that he raped her.” I was stunned and didn’t know what to say. Slash sort of begged so I said, “Okay, for a few days.” Minutes later Axl walks through the



door carrying a plastic garbage bag and a little suitcase full of all his worldly possessions.


‘“Oh, my God … Thank you so much, Vicky, you have saved my life,” he said. I asked him what happened and he said very little, other than “It was stupid, involving a girl … It won’t happen again,” Axl promised. He didn’t give me any more information. Everything I heard about the incident from that point on was hearsay.’


The Hell House era was done. Over the next few months, Hamilton’s tiny one-bedroom apartment became the de facto crashpad/centre of operations for Guns N’ Roses, with the fugitive Axl and Slash in semi-permanent residence in the tiny lounge (at least when Axl wasn’t ghosting around the darkened booths at the Rainbow, where his ban had been rescinded) and the rest of the band dropping by constantly for councils of war. Hamilton even found Axl a lawyer to represent him on the rape charge.


After a few months of this, she wrote in her illuminating memoir, Appetite for Dysfunction, ‘my apartment looked like a cyclone had hit it. There were McDonald’s cartons, cigarette butts, cigarette burns, and empty alcohol bottles everywhere. There was a jar of mayonnaise on the windowsill in the kitchen, as I still hadn’t got around to buying a refrigerator. One of my neighbors had posted a note on the window saying, “Kids, don’t use that mayonnaise. It will make you sick. It needs to be refrigerated.” I would wake up in the morning and step over bodies in sleeping bags to get a drink of water. Most of the time, I could tell that they had company in their sleeping bags as I could hear them having sex. The bathroom was the worst of it. The walls had caught all the blue/black hair dye from Slash and Izzy’s dye jobs. The bathtub had an indefinable scum on the inside surface. You couldn’t sandblast that stuff off. I got in the habit of taking a trash bag to the shower with me to stand on while showering.’


Although Hamilton recalls several visits from the police and many, many lawyers’ phone calls, the rape charges were withdrawn at some point during this period. The case against Slash was given a court date but later dropped. Axl did have to find a suit and appear at a court hearing, but his case was also dropped through a lack of hard evidence. Instead, when word of the incident swept along the Strip, instead of damaging them, it seemed to fuel Guns N’ Roses’ reputation as rock’n’roll outlaws, the real, no-fucks-given kind of deal that so many other bands were just throwing shapes pretending to be. A wild rumour circulated that the charges had been dropped after Axl slept with the mother of the girl concerned. No one seemed bothered that a 15-year-old had been through a harrowing experience, whatever the detail. Instead, the toxic edge of the Hell House simply generated more heat. Once the threat of prison time began to recede, they even played on it, producing a flyer with the words, ‘Send donations to Guns N’ Roses – Keep us out of jail fund’ along the bottom.


The flyer, painstakingly produced by Slash in Vicky Hamilton’s living room, was headed ‘Move to the City’ and advertised the band’s return to the Strip at the Troubadour on 4 January 1986. That show, and a follow-up at the Roxy two weeks later, took Guns N’ Roses to a tipping point. They were now pulling hundreds of people to their gigs, with hundreds more locked out, mooching around in the street just to say that they were there. Guns looked like street urchins given a last-minute makeover in the ladies’ bathroom, Axl in biker chaps, wiggling his ass in a snaky move he’d cribbed from Richard Black, the singer in Shark Island, Izzy like Johnny Thunders’ long-lost twin, Duff in his heavy leather punk gear, Slash wearing last week’s jeans, hiding behind his curls, Steven at the back, the blonde himbo with the goofy grin … and they sounded like nothing else out there. They had a depth and purpose that set them apart from Poison or Ratt or Faster Pussycat or any of the other bands about to do the same



old glam metal thing. Instead they were the successors to Aerosmith or the Stones, a classic one-off rock’n’roll band with unique heart and tone. The set was diamond-hard and built around the material they’d worked up in the Hell House.


Walking on to an ear-splitting intro tape, ‘What’s That Noise’ by the Stormtroopers of Death, they would start with ‘Reckless Life’, reworked from the Hollywood Rose-era ‘Wreckless’, and then ‘It’s So Easy’, ‘Move to the City’, ‘Out ta Get Me’, ‘Rocket Queen’ (now complete with lyrics inspired by Barbi Von Grief, a girlfriend of Axl’s who also influenced much of their look and who would often dance onstage with the band), ‘My Michelle’, a slow and sinister new number called ‘You’re Crazy’, Axl’s overwrought ballad ‘Don’t Cry’, climaxing with ‘Welcome to the Jungle’ and ‘Paradise City’. They would throw in Aerosmith’s ‘Mama Kin’ or Rose Tattoo’s ‘Nice Boys’ for flavour, and as a hat-tip to their influences. As a club band Guns N’ Roses were now at their peak.


‘The phone was ringing constantly for the guys,’ recalled Vicky Hamilton of the growing intensity that would ultimately lead to the band being signed. ‘Aside from all the girlfriends, club bookers were calling, industry insiders were calling, writers, A&R reps, publishers and agents were calling. Keep in mind that the cellphone did not exist. Everyone had a landline, and if someone was on the phone, you received a busy signal …’


The band’s business arrangements were as casual and tangled as everything else they did. Before moving into Vicky Hamilton’s cramped apartment, they’d had another sort-of manager called Brigitte Wright, who also represented Jetboy, but after Vicky had hidden them from the cops, put them up, booked them gigs, helped Slash make flyers and small ads for BAM magazine, promoted shows, and taken a week-long job in the booking office at the Roxy ‘because Guns were bleeding me dry’, it seemed only fair that she should officially have the role of Guns N’ Roses’ manager. At least, to everyone in the band except Axl, who always



somehow managed to avoid the conversation. Yet Vicky had a verbal agreement from Slash, and all of the band’s 10×8s and flyers carried her name and number, but she’d been bruised in the past by her experiences with Mötley Crüe and Poison, and when her friend John Harrington, one of the promoters at the Roxy, urged her to get something in writing, she knew that he was right.


Hamilton called a well-known music biz attorney named Peter Paterno, who looked after a lot of first-time deals for bands on the Strip. He gave her a draft contract for herself and the band to sign, but ‘The band stalled in working out the agreement with me, so I started getting pissed. I felt thoroughly taken advantage of. They were living at my house for free … I was booking their shows, feeding them, clothing them … with my clothes. Getting them legal representation, getting Axl’s charges dropped, buying them cigarettes, helping them create their flyers and advertisements … I must be crazy. I told them that they had to negotiate and sign an agreement with me right then, or they had to move out … immediately. They agreed to negotiate.’


But the wolves were circling … Kim Fowley, the legendary Hollywood sleaze-ball who’d made his name producing novelty hits in the Sixties for one-night-stand acts like Bee Bumble and the Stingers, then in the Seventies creating and producing The Runaways, arrived at Hamilton’s apartment and offered Axl a traveller’s cheque for $7500 and a contract to sign over the publishing rights to three songs. According to Hamilton, Axl actually thought this might be a good idea, as he wrote ‘hundreds’ of songs. She quickly dissuaded him. ‘The buzz got out,’ said Slash. ‘And we kept getting invited out to meet these idiots from record companies. One label we were talking to, I was saying, “It sounds kinda like Steven Tyler”, and the chick goes, “Steven who?” All of us just looked at each other and went, “Uh, can we have another one of those drinks?”’


Hamilton took the band to meet with Paterno. Slash was so hungover that he vomited from the rail of the tenth-floor patio down the side of the building. A few days after the meeting, Paterno told Hamilton that he should handle the band’s legal negotiations and that she should find another lawyer to represent her in establishing a management agreement. ‘I was furious, but too naive to realize that I was being played,’ remembered Hamilton in her memoir. ‘Things were moving so fast and every day we were being wined and dined by different record companies. Yet I did not have a negotiated contract with the band, and apparently I did not have a lawyer any more either. The band told me not to worry, that they were going to take care of me. I believed them to a fault.’


From living in a garage and fucking girls for food and rent, Guns N’ Roses were now taking meetings with record company representatives who were talking giddying sums of money. ‘The Chrysalis fucking brains came along and said we’ll give you guys $750,000, and we just said, yeah, but have you ever heard us play?’ Duff related. ‘And they were like, “No, but …” So we were like, “See ya!” Suddenly there was this little label war, everybody trying to get us to sign – we had a lot of great lunches.’


After the Roxy show, Hamilton took a meeting with Peter Phil-bin at Elektra, where Axl warned him ‘not to take too long’ in offering a deal. Although Chrysalis had not struck a chord with Duff, they began to edge further along the road with an executive there named Susan Collins. After an extravagant lunch at the Ivy, Collins took the band to meet her boss, Ron Fair. It was a meeting that became one of the most infamous in the history of the era, and one which illustrated both the ambition and the attitude of W. Axl Rose.


Vicky Hamilton’s eyewitness account is vivid: ‘Axl sat and propped his legs up on Ron’s desk, sporting his snakeskin cowboy boots … with fresh duct tape so the sole would stay together. Ron



smiled at Axl and then introduced himself to the whole band. His hard sell began with why the band should sign with Chrysalis. He then took out a pad of paper and drew a big dollar sign on five sheets of paper and handed each band member a sheet. “This is what you will get when you sign with Chrysalis.” Axl looked at me and whispered in my ear, “Is he fucking kidding us?”’


Vicky asked exactly how much money Ron was talking about. But Ron didn’t have a number, just sputtered, ‘A lot!’ Then told them he’d get back to them after he’d spoken to the label’s legal-affairs department. Unimpressed, Axl blew out his cheeks, turned to Collins and told her with a straight face: ‘If you’ll run down Sunset Boulevard naked, we will consider signing with you.’


Susan Collins said nothing as she showed the band the door. But when they played the Troubadour again on 28 February, Hamilton counted 16 A&R representatives in the audience. The day had begun inauspiciously, when Axl and Steven had got into a fight in Hamilton’s apartment over who should clean up, but the show was as taut and frenzied as usual. Outside the venue, Paterno introduced Hamilton to a young A&R man from Geffen named Tom Zutaut. He looked anomalous amongst all the rockers, short-haired and cherub-faced, still young. Geffen had taken him on after he’d persuaded Elektra to sign Mötley Crüe, and he’d come up with their first significant hit, a cover of Brownsville Station’s ‘Smokin’ in the Boys Room’. Now the Crüe were poised to go multi-platinum, and Zutaut’s ear for a hit was zinging again. He later claimed that he knew Guns N’ Roses were going to be the biggest band in the world after just two numbers: ‘Welcome to the Jungle’ and ‘Nightrain’.


In fact, Zoots, as he was known, had already been tipped off about the band by his pal Joseph Brooks, the influential KROQ radio DJ and former owner of the hip Hollywood record store Vinyl Fetish. ‘I dragged A&R people to their gigs and played the ‘Welcome to the Jungle’ demo on my [KROQ] show,’ he said. A



memory Zutaut shares. ‘Joe at Vinyl Fetish was like, “There’s this new band called Guns N’ Roses – you should check them out.” I went to see them at the Troubadour and there were a lot of A&R people. So I left after two songs … On my way out I said [to one of the other A&R people], “They suck – I’m going home”, knowing full well I was going to sign them to Geffen come hell or high water.’





The day after the Troubadour show, Zoots called Axl and invited the band to his house, where he cut straight to the chase and offered them a deal. At first Axl did his best to play it cool. The more they talked, however, the more Axl warmed to the kid-faced Geffen exec. Zutaut made two smart moves. The first was to let them know how much he loved Aerosmith, and how Geffen were about to resurrect their career (which they went on to do, in spectacular style). If Guns N’ Roses signed to Geffen, they would be label mates with their heroes. The second was to throw the name of Bill Price into the mix as a possible producer. Price had worked with the Sex Pistols, which both excited Axl and proved to him that Zutaut saw the band in the same way that they saw themselves.


Impressed by Zutaut’s knowledge of music and his obvious passion, Axl made him a bravura counter-offer: ‘If you can get us a check for $75,000 by Friday night at six p.m. we’ll sign with you. Otherwise, we’re going to meet with some other people.’


When Zutaut returned to his office and spoke to his boss, the label’s president, Eddie Rosenblatt, he once again played his hunch and tried to convince Rosenblatt that, although the request was highly unconventional, W. Axl Rose had the kind of potential that you tore up rule books for. Rosenblatt, who had been around the block enough times to own the building, resisted. So Zutaut asked for a meeting with David Geffen himself, and, amused and impressed by his desire, Rosenblatt agreed. Putting his case all



over again, Zutaut watched helplessly as Geffen laughed out loud at his urging that Guns were going to be the biggest rock’n’roll band in the world. ‘David, I swear to God,’ Zutaut insisted. ‘I have no doubt about it, and you have to make this happen. I have to have this cheque for $75,000 by Friday at six.’


Geffen, who had created a corporation out of playing his own immaculate hunches, nodded his head. He was entirely unaware that he’d just agreed to cut a cheque for the same little kid, Saul Hudson, he’d once babysat up in Laurel Canyon.


Zutaut called Axl, only to be told that should Susan Collins walk naked down Sunset Boulevard before 6 p.m., Guns N’ Roses would be signing with Chrysalis. Tom Zutaut sweated until 6.01 p.m., constantly peeping through his office blinds and half expecting to see some kind of traffic pile-up on the Boulevard below.


Later that night, Axl, Slash, Izzy, Duff and Steven dutifully showed up at his office and signed the deal memorandum that Zutaut shoved their way across his desk. By midnight it was done: Guns N’ Roses had signed a major, long-term recording contract with Geffen Records. Kim Fowley recalled Axl swanning into the Rainbow that Friday night brandishing a photocopy of the Geffen cheque. ‘He said, “Look, we got our deal.” I said, “Congratulations”, and he said, “Buy me a drink – I don’t have any money.”’


Vicky Hamilton would be left behind in the wreckage. The months before the band signed with Geffen had been a whirlwind, and came at some cost to her. She had borrowed $25,000 from Howie Hubberman, who owned a store called Guitars R Us, and used it to buy equipment and clothes and to help finance a couple of cheap demos that had been handed around to A&R scouts just before the feeding frenzy began in earnest. She worked every contact she had to do so. She got a tape to John Kalodner, Geffen’s chief scout, long before Zutaut had fallen for the band. She’d helped to get Kiss mainman Paul Stanley in front of Axl to talk about producing them – a meeting that went south almost



immediately when Stanley had suggested rewriting a couple of songs. She’d given them everything she had to give and more. And they took it and never even said goodbye.


Except for Axl. At the end of March 1986, Guns had played a show in support of another of their long-time heroes, Johnny Thunders, out at Fender’s Ballroom in Long Beach – a druggy, unpleasant experience. It just after that when Axl invited Vicky out for dinner – just the two of them – at the Rainbow. She told me how Axl had explained that he planned for Guns N’ Roses to be bigger than Queen, bigger than Elton. And that for that they needed ‘a real heavy hitter as a manager, and that wasn’t me. I was okay with that if that’s the way they wanted to go. But what about all the time and effort I’d put into them? Didn’t that count for something? What about all the money I owed?’


Axl told her: ‘I really intend to pay you back, and give you a bonus on top of that, but I am not sure that you will be our manager once we sign a deal. You are really great on a local level, but I don’t know if you have what it takes to take us to the top, to worldwide success.’


Hamilton countered by offering to go into partnership with a more experienced manager, and set up a meeting with Doc McGhee and Doug Thaler, who were managing Bon Jovi, the Scorpions and now Mötley Crüe. It was a disastrous morning, with a couple of the band, red-eyed and hungover, nodding out on the McGhee Entertainment office sofas while Doc and Doug asked them about their plans. McGhee had enough of that on his hands with Mötley Crüe, and passed.


As Tom Zutaut upped his efforts to sign the band, he offered Hamilton a job as an A&R scout at Geffen. ‘He said to me, “If you come to work at Geffen, you will be too busy scouting talent to manage Guns N’ Roses, so we will have to find them a new manager. I will get you an office, somewhere off campus, not on the Geffen lot. You can still manage and scout, but you will have



to give up Guns N’ Roses and let me find them a big-time manager,”’ she recounts in Appetite for Dysfunction. ‘I told him that I would think about it. Meanwhile, he was courting the band and inviting them to his house to party. Sometimes I would come home in the middle of the afternoon and find Tom in my living room with the band. I was sad and depressed at the thought of letting GN’R go, but continued to mull over my options. I came to the decision that I should take the deal that Tom Zutaut was offering.’


Guns N’ Roses played two sets at the Roxy on 28 March, shows that Hamilton had originally designed as showcases but that now became celebrations of the Geffen deal. She helped the band cash their advance cheque – the band ended up with about $7500 each. Vicky got nothing. ‘The guys were running around town buying clothes, getting tattoos, buying musical equipment, all the while partying to the extreme. I was broke, sitting in my destroyed apartment, not sure how I was going to pay that month’s rent, or buy groceries. Howie Hubberman handed me $500 and told me to go check into a hotel somewhere … I really needed a couple of days away from the band to get my head together.’


As Hamilton was eased out of the band’s future, Guns N’ Roses met the press for the first time, and – perhaps as an augury – things went catastrophically wrong. Hamilton had organised a cover story with Music Connection magazine, a story written by Karen Burch, who met the band at Vicky’s apartment in North Clark Street and conducted an entertainingly spiky interview that began badly when she asked the band their ages. When the piece came out –‘Days of Guns N’ Roses: Face to Face with LA’s Friskiest Bad-Boy Band’ – it emerged with the warning: ‘This issue’s cover is running against the wishes of Guns N’ Roses, according to Axl Rose’, which was true. Having taken a dislike to the idea of the story, he’d waged a week-long campaign of harassing phone



calls to Burch in an attempt to spike it, and once the magazine was published on 14 April 1986 composed a rambling letter of complaint about everything from the ‘insincerity’ of the photographer to the ‘unrecorded sexual prodding’ of Burch.


It was an absurdly self-regarding missive, written floridly – ‘where the pen acts, and so often is in actuality, as the knife’ – and filled with concocted reasons why Burch had left a ‘foul stench’ with her work. It began a pattern that would persist through his dealings with the press, and was another sign of the mercurial behaviour that was about to assert its grip on the band and its running. It was strange, as the piece, read today, looks as fine a prompt as any for a band receiving its first cover story from a major American music magazine.


Soon afterwards Hamilton received an eviction notice, and would move out of North Clark Street and down into a bungalow in West Hollywood, a blessed relief, even though she was still struggling to make the rent. It was now clear that she would not be managing Guns N’ Roses, although she still booked their shows while Zutaut used Geffen’s A&R resources to handle the band’s day-to-day needs. His first attempt at finding a new manager for them was Arnold Stiefel, Rod Stewart’s representative, which ended rapidly when the band trashed a house Stiefel rented for them. Back to square one, and with their reputation already damaged with a couple of leading management companies (Doc McGhee having also passed), Zutaut organised another house on Fountain Avenue, a famous Hollywood thoroughfare that runs parallel with Sunset Boulevard. Axl didn’t like it and for a while kept breaking into Vicky Hamilton’s to crash on the couch, but once her eviction notice was enforced, the pair stopped speaking. She got her gig working for Geffen, and also a heartening phone call from Ola Hudson, Slash’s mother, thanking her for looking after the band, but although Slash, Steven and Duff publicly expressed their gratitude, she was never repaid the money she’d



spent on Guns N’ Roses, and three years later would launch a suit against the band.


Guns N’ Roses played the first show at the refurbished Whisky a Go Go in April 1986, a night that carried all sorts of significance. They were supported by Faster Pussycat, a band Hamilton was soon shopping, and who Axl had insisted go on the bill. He was also in the first throes of a serious, adult relationship – with Erin Everly, the 20-year-old model daughter of singer Don Everly – and was feeling the tension of it all. He and Steven Adler got into another fight on the afternoon of the gig. Nobody could remember exactly why.


Tom Zutaut had invited Aerosmith’s co-manager, Tim Collins, out from New York to see the band with a view to handling their affairs. ‘I didn’t really want to,’ Collins admitted, but he was in a position where Aerosmith’s own relationship with Geffen was just developing and he felt that he should at least take a look out of courtesy. Along with Aerosmith’s ‘Toxic Twins’, Steven Tyler and Joe Perry, Collins had recently got clean, and after one look at Guns N’ Roses backstage, surrounded by dubious characters and barely dressed young girls, ‘I immediately felt the narcotic vibe of this band and knew that I was at serious risk of relapse if I wasn’t careful.’


Collins brought the band to his suite at the La Dufy hotel, where they stayed up all night. He was impressed with Axl, but when he finally got into the bathroom after the numerous visits paid by Izzy and Slash, he found blood on the ceiling and realised that at least one of the band was mainlining heroin. ‘Frankly, I was scared of them,’ Collins told the American writer Stephen Davis, and despite pressure from David Geffen himself, he passed. Zutaut also tried Rod Smallwood, the straight-talking, Yorkshire-born, Cambridge-educated manager of Iron Maiden, but Smallwood had a stake in Poison, who were now label mates with Maiden at EMI, and he passed too. ‘There was just something about them



I wasn’t quite sure of,’ he told me. ‘The singer did most of the talking but it wasn’t anything he said, so much, that put me off. Just something about them that wasn’t quite right, some vibe that was just … wrong.’


Guns N’ Roses’ reputation for being ‘unmanageable’ grew.


The chaos continued through the summer of 1986. Plans to record in London with Bill Price were scrapped, in part for budgetary reasons but also because Zutaut recognised the lunacy of letting Guns N’ Roses loose in a foreign land. David Geffen asked Price to come to LA, but Bill, who’d just got off producing Pete Townshend’s latest album and was already involved making demos with The Jesus and Mary Chain, decided against it. Mötley Crüe’s producer, Tom Werman, also passed, as did Bob Ezrin, who’d worked with Lou Reed and Roger Waters yet found the prospect of working with this band of Hollywood weird-kidz too much. A meeting with Cheap Trick’s guitarist, Rick Nielsen, ended with Izzy kicking Nielsen in the balls after a tequila binge. Zutaut even approached Mötley Crüe’s bassist, Nikki Sixx, as Nikki explained: ‘[To] see if I could give the punk-metal they were playing at the time a more commercial, melodic edge without sacrificing credibility. They were just a punk band, he told me, but they were capable of being the greatest rock’n’roll band in the world if someone could help them find the melodies to take them there. I was too much in agony trying to slow my down my drug intake to consider the idea …’


Finally they found someone at least willing to enter the studio with them when Nazareth’s guitarist, Manny Charlton, engineered a long session at Sound City in Hollywood. The band’s fierce work ethic was stimulated by the presence of one of Izzy and Axl’s high-school favourites, and the session produced 27 songs, including most of Appetite for Destruction, plus a batch that would be held over for Use Your Illusion, most notably Axl’s cherished ballad ‘November Rain’.


It was the breakthrough Zoots needed, and he was heartened by their work rate. When they headlined the Troubadour on 11 July, Axl was able to tell the crowd that not only would Guns N’ Roses be making a record for Geffen, but they would be releasing some of the Sound City sessions on an indie label to let their fans on the Strip get a taste of how LA’s hottest live band would sound on vinyl.


Before it happened, Zutaut rode his newly arrived good luck and forged two relationships that would catapult the band way beyond the few miles of Hollywood streets that had become their world. The first of those was with Alan Niven, a New Zealand-born, English public school-educated free spirit who had escaped from the future in the military that his father had laid out for him by learning to play guitar and write songs. While he waited for fame to strike, he parlayed his growing musical connection into a job for Caroline, the distribution wing of Richard Branson’s fledgling Virgin Records empire, a job that took him from London to Miami to Gothenburg then later LA, then later still … anywhere he damn well pleased.


‘By the time I was done with school and they were done with me, I was head of house,’ Niven says now. ‘School prefect, all that bullshit. At the end of that period I became completely and utterly disgusted with pleasing adults who I felt were hypocritical and letting me down. So that was where my sense of anti-authoritarianism blossomed and bloomed. Am I going to go to Sandhurst, with the family tradition? Fuck, no! I’m going to go and get high and see if somebody’s going to be actually kind enough to get me laid.


‘In those days we talked of consciousness expansion and the idea was not to get fucked up but to learn faster and comprehend more deeply and more quickly. We were marching through the doors of fucking perception. We were going to be the better



generation. Then in the Seventies along came cocaine and all that shit went out the window.’


Though they didn’t know it yet, Axl Rose was about to meet his match. The one that helped light the fire that would consume them all, and the one he would later blow out – and, with it, everything else.
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